
1

European Commission 2021 
Work Programme



2

On 19 October 2020, the European 
Commission (EC) published its 2021 Work 
Programme, which summarises the key new 
and existing policy initiatives the EC wants 
to advance in the coming 12 to 14 months. 
The new programme, entitled “A Union of 
vitality in a world of fragility”, lists 44 new 
policy initiatives that, unsurprisingly, fit the 
medium-term EU policy goals, including the 
green and the digital transformation, dealing 
with the economic and social consequences 
of COVID-19, and strengthening Europe’s role 
at the international level. In this client alert, 
we highlight some of the new proposals that 
industry will need to focus on and engage in 
to ensure that their business models are not 
negatively affected by in the mix of newly 
proposed and existing EU regulatory and 
policy measures. 
As done every year, the EC lays out and aligns it planned work 
programme for the next year with the two co-legislators at the 
EU level: the European Parliament (EP) and the Council.

On 16 September 2020, EC President Ursula von der Leyen 
laid out her priorities and plans in her first State of the 
Union address in front of the EP plenary. In this statement, 
she reiterated the rationale for the two transformative 
umbrella policy objectives for Europe in the coming years: 
the European Green Deal and preparing Europe for its digital 
future. However, she also explained Europe’s answer to the 
world’s most severe virus outbreak of the 21st century – the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which has heavily impacted Europe and 
other parts of the world.

Now, already a few months into the new COVID-19 defined 
situations across Europe, the EC pursues a parallel strategy 
in fighting the pandemic and its consequences on the one 
hand, boosted by a “NextGenerationEU” recovery instrument, 
providing additional EU budget of historical dimensions, and 
pursues its new industrial strategy for Europe on the other 
hand, which strongly underpins the “green, digital and a 
stronger Europe globally” theme. 

The 2021 Work Programme includes 44 new policy objectives 
and initiatives, and proposes to withdraw 14 previously 
planned ones. It also provides an overview of the 50 ongoing 
priority files (e.g. on E-Privacy) that are currently at different 
stages of the EU law-making procedure.

To help our clients get a better overview of the 2021 Work 
Programme, we have highlighted key initiatives in various 
policy areas, categorised by ambition headline and expected 
rollout date.

If you have any questions or comments on our summary, 
please do not hesitate to reach out to us – we are here to help.

A European Green Deal
The EC focus is on overhauling climate and energy legislation 
to align with the newly proposed target to reduce emissions 
by at least 55% by 2030 (compared to 1990 levels). A broad 
“Fit for 55 Package” covers renewables, energy efficiency 
and buildings, as well as land use, energy taxation, effort 
sharing and emissions trading. As announced before, the EC 
will propose a carbon border adjustment mechanism to help 
reduce carbon emissions “in a WTO-compatible way”.

The EC will continue to implement its new Circular Economy 
Action Plan (CEAP 2.0), looking at eco-design and sustainable 
products, in particular circular electronics, including improving 
the collection, reuse and repair of mobile phones, laptops and 
other devices. In the broader context of the European Green 
Deal a series of measures on smart and sustainable transport 
are also planned.

“Fit for 55 Package” 

Q2 2021

• Revision of the legislative framework of the EU 
Emissions Trading System (ETS), including 
maritime, aviation and CORSIA, as well as a proposal 
for ETS as own resource 

• Legislative proposal to establish a Carbon Border 
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) and a proposal for 
CBAM as own resource 

• An amendment to the Renewable Energy Directive 
(legislative) to implement the ambition of the new 
2030 climate target 

• An amendment of the Energy Efficiency Directive 
(legislative) to implement the ambition of the new 
2030 climate target 

• Revision of the Regulation (legislative) on the inclusion 
of greenhouse gas emissions and removals from 
land use, land use change and forestry 

• Legislative proposal to reduce methane emissions 
in the energy sector 

• Revision of the Energy Tax Directive (legislative) 
aiming to expand the scope to other energy products

• Revision of the Directive on deployment of 
alternative fuels infrastructure (legislative)

• Revision of the Regulation setting CO2 emission 
performance standards for new passenger cars 
and for new light commercial vehicles (legislative)

Q4 2021

• Revision of the Energy Performance of Buildings 
Directive (legislative)

• Revision of the Third Energy Package for gas 
to regulate competitive decarbonised gas markets 
(legislative)

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2021-commission-work-programme-key-documents_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2021-commission-work-programme-key-documents_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/strategic-planning/state-union-addresses/state-union-2020_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/strategic-planning/state-union-addresses/state-union-2020_en
https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en/insights/publications/2020/03/new-circular-economy-action-plan-2-0-a-new-wave-of-sustainability-requirements
https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en/insights/publications/2020/03/new-circular-economy-action-plan-2-0-a-new-wave-of-sustainability-requirements
https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en/insights/publications/2019/12/the-european-green-deal--europes-man-on-the-moon-moment
https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en/insights/publications/2019/12/the-european-green-deal--europes-man-on-the-moon-moment
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Sustainable and Smart Mobility

Q3 2021

• Revision of the Directive on Intelligent Transport 
Systems, including a multimodal ticketing initiative 

• Revision of the Regulation (legislative) on the 
trans-European transport network (TEN-T)

• EU 2021 Rail Corridor Initiative, including the 
revision of the Rail Freight Corridor Regulation 
(legislative) and actions to boost passenger rail (non-
legislative)

Q4 2021

• Legislative initiative to develop the  post-Euro 6/
VI emission standards for cars, vans, lorries and 
buses

Biodiversity and Toxic-free Environment Package

Q2 2021

• Non-legislative Zero pollution action plan for water, 
air and soil

Circular Economy Package 

Q3 2021

• Revision of the Construction Products Regulation 

Q4 2021

• Sustainable products legislative initiative, 
including a revision of the Ecodesign Directive 

• Non-legislative initiative on Circular electronics 

Evaluations of existing rules are foreseen: 

• Revision of Regulation on Shipments of Waste

• Amendments to Annexes IV and V of the Regulation on 
persistent organic pollutants to update concentration 
limit values for waste

• Revision of Directive on Packaging and Packaging 
Waste Directive in order to reinforce the essential 
requirements for packaging to be placed on the EU 
market

• Revision of Directive on industrial emissions 

A Europe Fit for the Digital Age
The EC envisages proposing a roadmap with clearly defined 
goals for 2030, such as for connectivity, skills and digital 
public services. The EU approach will follow clear principles: 
the right to privacy and connectivity, freedom of speech, free 
flow of data and cybersecurity.

Next to the foreseen initiatives outlined in the work 
programme, deliberations on flagship proposals such as the 
ePrivacy Regulation and the Digital Services Act (expected 
to be published in December 2020) and the first legislative 
proposal on Artificial Intelligence (foreseen in Q1 2021) are 
set to dominate the debate in 2021.

The EC will notably put forward legislation covering the safety, 
liability, fundamental rights and data aspects of artificial 
intelligence and a Data Act to set the right conditions for 
better control and conditions for data sharing for citizens and 
businesses.

A new European digital identity shall make it easier to do 
tasks and access services online across Europe and ensure 
people have greater control and peace of mind over what data 
they share and how it is used.

The EU will continue to work for an international agreement for 
a fair tax system that provides long-term sustainable revenues. 
To this extent, the EC will propose a digital levy in the first half of 
2021. In the same spirit, the EC will propose a legal instrument 
to level the playing field as regards foreign subsidies.

Competition rules are expected to be reviewed by the EC in 
2021, in an attempt to ensure they remain fit for the changing 
market environment, including the accelerating digitalisation 
of the economy.

A Trusted and Secure European e-ID 

Q1 2021

• Legislative initiative to ensure a trusted and secure 
European e-ID

Platform Workers 

Q1/Q4 2021

• Legislative proposal working to improve the working 
conditions of platform workers

Digital Levy

Q2 2021

• Legislative proposal to introduce a digital levy 
accompanied by another  proposal for digital levy as 
own resource

Industrial Strategy for Europe 

Q2 2021

• Updating the new industrial strategy for Europe 
(non-legislative)

https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en/insights/publications/2020/06/eu-starts-revision-of-packaging-law-considers-bans-and-product-requirements
https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en/insights/publications/2020/06/eu-starts-revision-of-packaging-law-considers-bans-and-product-requirements
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Foreign Subsidies 

Q2 2021

• Follow-up to the White Paper on foreign subsidies 
with a legislative proposal aiming to level the 
playing field and another proposal to amend the 
Public procurement rules from a foreign subsidies 
perspective

Data Package 

Q3 2021

• Legislative proposal that would introduce an EU Data 
Act 

• Review of the Database Directive (legislative)

Design Requirements and Consumer Rights for 
Electronics 

Q4 2021

• Legislative proposal putting forward new design 
requirements and consumer rights for electronics

An Economy That Works for People
The EC highlights that within Europe’s systemic change, the 
economic and financial system must be key drivers of the 
twin green and digital transitions. 

Legislation on sustainable corporate governance will be 
proposed to foster long-term sustainable and responsible 
corporate behaviour. The EC will also continue progress on 
sustainable financing, notably by proposing to establish an EU 
green bond standard.

A major overhaul of the EU’s AML regulatory and supervisory 
system is being contemplated, with a regulation potentially 
replacing current AML Directives and with a new EU-level 
supervisory body. 

Anti-money Laundering Package 

Q1 2021

• Legislative package to amend Anti-money 
laundering legislative regime

Sustainable Corporate Governance

Q2 2021

•  Sustainable corporate governance (legislative)

EU Green Bond Standard 

Q2 2021

• Establishment of an EU green bond standard 
(legislative)

Deepening the Capital Markets Union

• A legislative initiative to deepen the Investment 
protection and facilitation framework is expected 
Q2 2021

• The Revision of prudential rules (legislative) for 
insurance and reinsurance companies (Solvency 
II) should be envisaged Q3 2021

• Legislative revision of the Markets in Financial 
Instruments Directive and Regulation is anticipated 
Q4 2021

Excise Duties Package 

• A legislative revision of the tobacco taxation 
Directive by Q3 2021 

• Legislative amendment of the Directive on general 
arrangements for excise duties by Q4 2021

Deterring and Counteracting Coercive Actions 
by Third Countries 

Q4 2021

• Legislative instrument to deter and counteract 
coercive actions by third countries

Completing the Banking Union 

Q4 2021

• Legislative revision of the bank crisis management 
and deposit insurance framework
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Promoting Our European Way of Life
The COVID-19-induced health crisis has exposed the need to 
strengthen Europe’s crisis preparedness and management 
of cross-border health threats. The EC is planning first steps 
towards a stronger European Health Union.

This will include a European framework for detecting and 
responding to serious cross-border health threats, and 
strengthen the roles of existing agencies. The EC also 
proposes to establish an agency for biomedical advanced 
research and development. A new pharmaceutical strategy 
expected to be published by the end of 2020, will set out 
policies looking at the security of Europe’s medicines supply 
chain as well as other related policies for the pharmaceutical 
sector.

Follow-up Initiatives Under the New Pact on 
Migration and Asylum 

Q2 2021

• A new EU action plan (non-legislative) against 
migrant smuggling 

• A new strategy (non-legislative) on voluntary returns 
and reintegration

Follow-up to the EU Security Strategy

Q1 2021

• Communication (non-legislative) on an EU Agenda to 
tackle organised crime (2021-2025)

Q2 2021

• Introducing legislative framework to effectively tackle 
child sexual abuse online

Q3 2021

• Setting out an EU agenda (non-legislative) on 
counter-terrorism: prevent, protect, respond, 
anticipate

Q4 2021

• Revision of the Directive (legislative) on the freezing 
and confiscation of the proceeds of crime 

• Legislative Proposal to modernise existing intra-EU 
law enforcement cooperation by creating an EU 
police cooperation code 

• Legislative Proposal for a Directive on Asset 
Recovery Offices

European Biomedical Research and 
Development 

Q4 2021

• Legislative proposal to establish a new European 
biomedical research and development agency

European Health Data Space

• Legislative proposal that would create a European 
Health Data Space



6

The contents of this update are not intended to serve as legal advice related to individual situations or as legal opinions 
concerning such situations, nor should they be considered a substitute for taking legal advice.

© Squire Patton Boggs.

All Rights Reserved 2020squirepattonboggs.com

39670/10/20

About Us
As a full-service global law firm, we provide insight at the point where law, business and government meet, giving 
our clients a voice, supporting their ambitions and achieving successful outcomes. Our multidisciplinary team of more 
than 1,500 lawyers and public policy experts in 45 offices across 20 countries provides unrivalled access to expertise 
and invaluable connections on the ground. It is a seamless service that operates on any scale – locally or globally. It 
encompasses virtually every matter, jurisdiction and market. And we place our clients at the centre.

We combine sound legal counsel with a deep knowledge of our clients’ businesses to resolve their legal, public policy 
and political challenges. We care about the quality of our services, the success of our clients and the relationships that are 
forged through those successes. Our client base spans every type of business, both private and public, worldwide. We 
advise a diverse mix of clients, from Fortune 100 and FTSE 100 corporations to emerging companies, and from individuals 
to local and national governments. Leveraging local connections, while exerting global influence, we are commercial, 
connected and committed.

Our Public Policy Practice Group works with clients to make sure they are heard, at the right time, by the right people, 
with the right message in Washington DC, Brussels, London, Canberra and other major capitals around the world. Visit our 
European Public Policy and International Policy webpages for more information on our team and capabilities.
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Partner, Chair of the International Public Policy Practice,  
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Matthew Kirk 
International Affairs Advisor, London
T +44 20 7655 1389
E matthew.kirk@squirepb.com

Christina Economides
Public Policy Advisor, Brussels
T +32 2 627 1105
E christina.economides@squirepb.com

Ken Huestebeck 
Senior Associate, Brussels 
T +32 2 627 1102 
E ken.huestebeck@squirepb.com

https://www.squirepattonboggs.com/en/services/practice-areas/public-policy/european-public-policy
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