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Digital New Normal : Impressions from Brussels

Patrice Chazerand

As would befit a pandemic, the Covid-19 crisis left no region of the world unscathed: with
1,585,334 cases and 179,433 deaths reported in the EU/EEA and the UK, Europe has paid a

heavy price.

On the economic front, GDP in the euro area contracted by 3.8% in the first quarter of 2020. A
more detailed breakdown reflects a typical EU patchwork: French GDP is expected to contract

by 11.4% on an annual basis vs 6.3% in Germany.

A/ A mental state-of-play

More critically, perhaps, for our future, casualties, devastated families, and economic crunch

have turned minds upside down.

1/ We had come of late to believe in exponential, neverending progress. The digital revolution
ended up rhyming with unstoppable improvement, immunity to anything evil, gratification
with anything good, immortality included. What a shock! Like Icarus falling down from the sky,

we now feel like we have soared too close to the Sun.

2/ While strictly enforced lockdown compelled most of us to “rearrange the deck chairs” in our
mind, a myth started “The day after” took shape as a kind of unwritten aspiration feeding wild
hopes: since the world is never going to be the same, how about upping the corona ante,
proceeding from tabula rasa and reinventing our future? Less traffic, less pollution, more
technology suddenly looked within reach, provided we come up with the right legal framework

at global scale, that is.

3/ As lockdown is gradually lifted, the day after looks very much like the day before, only an
order of magnitude below in terms of economic performance. Some expected digital
technology to come out as a clear winner since it kept a modicum of operations running, thus
avoiding a complete standstill: alas, it didn’t even make it to the new French cabinet on the
day of announcement (6 July) and only inspired the German presidency of the Council of the
EU (July-December 2020) to toy with a “digital diplomacy network” on top of rather

run-of-the-mill ICT priorities. Likewise, lofty green plans mirroring the UN SDGs, may fall by the



wayside as saving humans and jump-starting the economy takes precedence over saving our

planet.

B/ Lessons learned

1/ Digital technology, however amazing, failed to predict, let alone prevent or cure this
outbreak of unprecedented magnitude. ICT is no panacea, sadly. We are rediscovering the
hard way that human lives matter: many victims of the virus died surrounded by a slew of
sensors and beeping devices whereas their loved ones were banned from holding their hand as

they passed away.

COVID-19 has indeed proved particularly deadly in nursing homes: more than 50% mortality
rate across Europe, with 64% in Norway, 55% in Ireland. This carnage is horrendous enough to
inspire comments suggesting that a society unable to care for its elders or to secure decent
burial rites is more insensitive, less humane than some fellow animal species. Such a collective
trauma will take time to heal. If anything, it vindicates Japan’s human-centric Society 5.0

strategy.

2/ Trust has gone down the drain. Not only has the virus given experts of all shades a rough
time, it has caught by surprise governments unable to tell right from wrong, hence to provide
citizens with proper directions. Uncertainty running rampant in turn fed a steep upsurge in
fake news, thus priming the pump of widespread distrust of any source of information. All
things being relative, business came out in a slightly better shape than obviously overwhelmed,
rudderless governments: they converted industrial plants to produce emergency medical
equipment like ventilators or masks; they adjusted supply-chains to address priorities; they
secured connectivity throughout. Will their welcome focus on practicality change people’s
attitude toward health data sharing? Probably not. While the crisis seems to have widened the
gap between pre-Covid-19 digital front-runners and eHealth laggards, Greece, which belongs
to the latter group, performed as brilliantly as Estonia, the “digital nation”: as a result, those

governments lagging behind may tend to grant themselves the luxury of time to catch up.

3/ The pandemic has proved very divisive. It has radically challenged interpersonal and
community interactions. The impact of social distancing and strict isolation is so severe that
no one can tell at this point where the recovery is heading: will people keep shying away from
each other ? Or will they be keen to make up for lost time and form packed crowds likely to

trigger a second wave of contamination? In education, a key driver of recovery, the digital



divide has widened as remote teaching left a lot of poorer, suboptimally equipped students

behind their more fortunate peers.

C/ The EU in times of coronavirus: reading through the crystal ball.

1/ As if afforded a bit of ‘Teflon effect’, the State is back with a vengeance following this

massive shipwreck. Fabian Zuleeg, CEO, EPC, argues this much in his latest commentary :

Going beyond the Single Market: Why Europe must become a Single Economic Territory
(SET)

European governments are found to have a closer, more sustainable link with people than
business. However indispensable to churn out innovation, foster growth and jobs, and fight off
cyber-attacks, the private sector is seen as fixated on keeping their shareholders happy. In
contrast, governments cater for a broader remit designed by and for more diverse

constituencies, and subject to more stringent reporting and accounting.

In another piece The economic impact of COVID-19 on the EU: From the frying pan

into the fire Fabian Zuleeg expands on the central paradox that weaker governments end
up loaded with much heavier remits : “Many private sector liabilities will become public
liabilities, with the involvement of governments in banking and the financial sector most likely
becoming a permanent fixture... Monetary policy will increasingly be used to tackle ‘real

economy’ challenges proactively.”

2/ Weakened Member States burdened with considerably heavier loads have no choice other
than working closer together, as Fabian Zuleeg suggests : « The key lesson is that at a time
when many instincts point to a greater focus on the national level and greater sovereignty and
self-reliance, the best answer lies in greater cooperation, at the very least at the European

III

leve
Logic, alas, has no bearings in politics, at least in the EU.

Regardless, EU leaders are fresh (pun intended) from five days addressing this nagging
existential question: will this crisis make us stronger, or will the Union start unraveling, hot on
the heels of the Brexit earthquake? On July 21, the European Council approved an ambitious

recovery plan :

210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
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The bulk of the recovery measures will be powered by a game-changer, the Next Generation
EU (NGEU) programme with financial firepower of €750 billion, borrowed and paid back by the
Commission on behalf of the EU, intended to feed loans up to €360 billion and expenditure up
to €390 billion via the instruments and programmes of the Multiyear Financial Framework

(MFF).
As to the second pillar, the MFF, it includes commitments up to €1,074.3 billion.

The 5-day Summit pitted the ‘Four Frugal’ (Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden)
against most of their partners: investment originally earmarked in health, climate and digital
took a beating in this fight between blind fiscal rigor and context-driven solidarity. While we
gladly celebrate a stronger EU, others cannot forget or forgive the show of ‘paralysis by
analysis’: it is fitting, they argue, that a deal was reached and announced on the National Day
of a country, Belgium, whose 10 million inhabitants are managed by a five-layer federal system
(Flemish Community, French Community, German-speaking Community, Walloon Region and
Brussels-Capital Region), a rare sample of self-inflicted complexity, they say, mirrored in the EU

construct.

3/ Once we get our financial act together, regulation will be the next challenge. Although
some Member States move faster than others, the EU has long steered a digitally-powered
course. But for European data-driven communities to succeed, we need to cut an independent
path between laissez-faire and surveillance. We also need to decide on effective regulation of
Al-enabled decision-making. Because it serves no purpose to reinvent the wheel, also because
workable solutions to this effect have to be global, we should take inspiration from Japan’s
“Governance Innovation” GOVERNANCE INNOVATION Redesigning Law and

Architecture in the Age of Society 5.0 Incidentally, seven French regulators have already

experimented with data-driven regulation:
NEW REGULATORY MECHANISMS

Global is the way forward

In a nutshell, the COVID-19 crisis has left the EU torn apart between self-congratulation — to
the tune: “We did well after all” — and licking its many wounds: those generated by Brexit are
not healing, new ones opened with China, whose growing self-assertiveness contrasts with the
EU’s chronic unpreparedness and inability to decide fast and act together with no reservation.
The pandemic helped see through the limits of soft power : how can you export values with a

paper tiger of a sanctioning arm? Hong Kong is the ultimate litmus test in this respect, and the
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EU can hardly pretend they passed muster at this stage. EU High Representative Josep Borrell
thus encapsulates the dilemma we are confronting: “Europe should be principled but not
dogmatic. Open but not weak. Progressive but not naive. We seek to act multilaterally

whenever we can and autonomously if we must.”

A multipolar world, however challenging to handle, remains the best option for the EU. Free
trade must prevail, even as ‘Open strategic Autonomy’ is all the rage. Likewise, G7 and G20 do

matter more than ever, hopefully eliciting Summits’ statements with teeth.

Squeezed between weakened Member States entrusted with inflated remits that might prove
bigger than they can chew, on one hand, and, on the other hand, a rudderless US and an all
too predictable China, the EU has no choice but to reinvent itself into what might be called
« the EU New Normal ». The only certainty is that a EU-style « Digital New Normal » is a prime
tool to this effect, lest we might get crushed between growingly unruly Member States and
increasingly authoritarian super-powers. Semantics aside, Thierry Breton, Commissioner in
charge of the Internal Market, seems to be on a similar wavelength as regards the ‘New

normal” and digital transformation :

Speech by Commissioner Thierry Breton at Hannover Messe Digital Days

It is up to the ICT industry, ICT-enabled industries, civil society and like-minded trading
partners to design and tread this uncharted path together, true to the spirit the CIEC stands for,

i.e. International Economic Collaboration.
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