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ANNEX

Key messages of the conference “European Industry in the face of Industrial Transformation” 

on 15 & 16 November 2010 in Seraing

In the frame of the Belgian Presidency of the European Union, the Minister Jean-Claude Marcourt, 

President of the European Union’s Competitiveness Council, brought together European managers, 

academics, business leaders and union representatives for a conference devoted to industrial 

transformation. This event enabled the stakeholders to express their wishes for the new European 

industrial policy which was presented by the Vice President of the European Commission, Antonio 

Tajani.

In preparation for the formal meeting of the Competitiveness Council on 25 and 26 November 

2010, the Belgian presidency has summarised the main messages drawn up during this conference, 

which are presented below.

1. A strong and cross-cutting European industrial policy is a necessity

All the participants underlined the need for a strong European industry which is able to continue to 

be the driving force for economic growth and employment creation. In effect, although services 

form a significant and increasingly large share of the economy, these are linked mostly to industry, 

meaning that the decline of the latter, or its relocation to another region of the world, would have an 

impact on the entire European economy. Industry is also a major driving force for innovation within 

the EU. In view of the challenges of globalisation and the move to a low-carbon economy, it is 

necessary to adopt measures quickly to support the competitiveness of European industry in the 

frame of an updated and ambitious European industrial policy. The recent Commission 

Communication on the subject was received very warmly and the participants asked that it be put 

into force very quickly.
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In this respect, the competitiveness tests planned for in this Communication were received with 

interest. Another key point highlighted at the conference was the need for good coordination 

between the industrial policy and other leading initiatives of the Europe 2020 Strategy (the Union 

for Innovation, the Small Business Act, the Single Market Act, etc.), as well as the European 

commercial policy. In this respect, the opportunity of conducting competitiveness tests prior to 

commercial negotiations appears to be a good method for ensuring this coordination.

It was also highlighted that, although emerging countries, especially China and India, are putting 

real pressure on European industry, it is necessary to avoid adopting a protectionist position in 

relation to them. These countries also represent new high growth markets which European 

companies should be able to access. It is also important to ensure the fair participation of European 

companies within global value chains. To achieve this, support for the internationalisation of 

companies, especially SME, is vital for maintaining economic decision-making centres in Europe, 

whilst also ensuring good penetration of new developing markets.

Finally, the implementation of the industrial policy should be based on multi-level governance, 

involving the European level as much as the national and regional level.

2. An approach based on anticipating and supporting industrial transformation in 

consultation with all the interested parties needs to be developed

Many participants consider it to be necessary to anticipate changes and developments in European 

industry in order to avoid or reduce the impact of restructuring and its effects on employment, 

through proactive policies which facilitate and support the necessary transformation of industry and 

take account of the time needed to make adjustments.
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To achieve this, it is necessary to rely on the rich contribution of the European Social Model and 

promote an ongoing dialogue on the question of industrial transformation between all the interested 

parties: bosses and unions, small and large companies, European institutions, regions and States. 

This dialogue is essential for facilitating the industrial transformation process. In effect, it has been 

highlighted that industrial transformation needs to be negotiated and not imposed in order to 

develop an effective anticipative approach.

Anticipating and supporting industrial transformation also requires regional, national and European 

tools. In this respect, it is important to be able to mobilise, and, if necessary, re-examine certain 

European mechanisms, such as the structural funds, guidelines for state aid and the Globalisation 

Adjustment Fund, in order to ensure that they are able to support this anticipative approach. The 

question was also raised of the need to develop a European framework for anticipating and 

managing restructuring in order to maintain the wealth of mechanisms which exist in Member 

States and prevent them from being downgraded.

3. Special attention should be paid to financing the creation and growth of companies

Financing needs for industry are particularly high. However, in the present-day context, most 

financial institutions have become relatively reluctant to take risks, and public authorities are not in 

a position to make substantial increases to the budgets devoted to financing companies. Yet, there 

are still too few high-growth companies and start-ups in Europe. Consequently, it is necessary to 

develop financial tools which help to strengthen the leverage effect on private funding and ensure 

risk sharing in order to support the creation of companies, but also their growth, and take account of 

companies’ needs throughout their life cycle, as well as the different sectors’ specific needs.
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To achieve this, it is important to ensure good complementarity between private and public funding 

tools so that public tools play a leverage effect which helps to increase the sums available and 

promote the expertise of the private sector in terms of project analysis. Furthermore, today, there are 

many European public financial tools, some of which with budgets which are too limited to have a 

real impact. Their effectiveness could be improved by streamlining them and ensuring better 

information for companies about existing mechanisms.

The venture capital market is much less developed in Europe than in the United States and has 

declined greatly as a result of the financial crisis. However, its main feature is that it supports the 

creation and growth of companies. One way to stimulate it would be to remove obstacles to cross-

border investment in order to ensure the European integration of this market.

4. It is necessary to take account of the specific features of SME in a cross-cutting manner

The participants highlighted the importance of SME in employment creation and the role they are 

able to play in this matter to help workers, made redundant as a result of restructuring packages 

affecting large companies, to find employment. It is important to take account of the role played by 

SME in the industrial transformation process. More generally, the specific features of SME also 

need to be taken into account in certain fields which are critical for them, such as financing and 

internationalisation, but also standardisation, skills, corporate social responsibility and innovation. 

This preoccupation underlines the importance of the continued application of the “Think Small 

First” principle in the European decision-making process and in the future strategies and 

legislations adopted by the European Union. In this respect, the review of the Small Business Act is 

much awaited by the participants.

Several elements are considered by participants to be of particular importance: the weight of 

reporting obligations and the time required for procedures involved in European programmes, the 

importance of the question of access to skills for SME, as well as their relationships with the largest 

companies.
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In terms of financing, it was highlighted that a relatively low number of SME were actually able to 

benefit from venture capital funds in view of the conditions for accessing them: relatively high 

sums (minimum of €500,000), relatively short-term and very high profitability requirements, need 

for very structured projects, etc. Consequently, there is a need for additional tools designed to reach 

smaller SME with a lower rate of growth. For this, the extension of the framework set up during the 

crisis to facilitate the adoption of support mechanisms for financing SME appears to be necessary, 

as does the development of support programmes for helping them with project preparation and 

project management.

5. The move to a low-carbon economy constitutes an opportunity, but requires an approach 

which takes account of the specific features of certain sectors

The debates showed wide agreement that the move to a green economy constitutes an opportunity 

for European industry and not only a constraint. In particular, it was highlighted that efforts made to 

reduce energy consumption could also reduce costs and, therefore, could generally be positive for 

the competitiveness of companies, and that the green economy could also offer market opportunities 

for new products, services and processes. Currently, the European Union is ahead in the 

development of green technologies and it must ensure that it turns this fact into a long-term 

competitive advantage for its industry.

Nevertheless, it was also highlighted that the adoption of good practices, or the application of 

existing technologies, would not be enough to meet CO2 reduction targets. Real technological 

progress is needed to meet European targets. These are only possible with the support of local 

authorities, whether in terms of the regulatory framework, which must be stable and predictable 

over the long-term, progress in terms of standardisation in the field of eco-technologies, or in terms 

of financial support.
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Furthermore, the move to a green economy must take account of the specific features of certain 

energy intensive sectors in order to avoid the phenomena of carbon leakage. Here again, 

consultation between companies and European authorities appears to be necessary to ensure a fair 

balance between the promotion of a green economy and the competitiveness of industry. Finally, 

the question of the move to a low-resource economy is inseparable from the question of access to 

raw materials, and the Union's future strategy on this subject is awaited with great interest.

6. Investment in skills development and their adaptation to new needs should be a priority

Several speakers, whether entrepreneurs, trade unionists or academics, raised the subject of the in-

depth modifications in worker’s careers, whether in terms of skills, mobility or changes in function, 

and this in a constantly changing economic context.

Faced with these changes, one of the recurring messages of this conference was the need to invest in 

the in-service training of workers in order to enable industry to seize new opportunities, for 

example, in the fields of green technologies or ICT. The lack of a sufficiently qualified workforce in 

Europe was seen as being one of the major obstacles to the development of European industry. In 

this respect, several participants pointed out that the Lisbon Strategy had failed on this level and 

that periods of economic unemployment had not been used enough to invest in the training of 

workers.

However, the ongoing adjustment of workers’ skills is one of the keys to better anticipation and 

better management of industrial transformation. Nevertheless, these requirements in terms of the 

adaptability of skills and labour force mobility must not be undertaken to the detriment of the 

quality of employment. Furthermore, it was also highlighted that the development of new skills also 

requires a certain number of basic skills, a matter on which efforts also need to be made.
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In terms of tools, participants emphasised the need to develop training and skills adaptation 

strategies in the framework of social dialogue. To achieve this, the setting up of sectorial 

committees for employment and training received great support. The European Union must invest 

more in tools designed to anticipate skills for the future needs of industry and technological 

changes. Stimulating the spirit of enterprise is also a path to be favoured. Finally, it was highlighted 

that training programmes also need to be adapted and improved.

7. It is necessary to stimulate the innovation potential of European industry in order to help 

it to integrate globalised value chains

Emerging countries, especially in Asia, are starting to compete with Europe on the same high 

added-value products and services and to invest increasingly in innovation. That is why, one of the 

keys to ensuring the competitiveness of European industry will be its ability to maintain the relative 

advantage it still has in technological and knowledge intensive fields.

Consequently, it is necessary to invest in innovation in a targeted manner and taking account of 

market opportunities. It is necessary to invest both in sectors of the future, such as those related to 

health and green technologies, but also to take full advantage of the innovation potential of more 

traditional sectors. It is also important to promote all forms of innovation and to not limit oneself to 

technological innovation alone, especially if we want to support the development of innovation 

among SME. The fundamental role of European cooperation in terms of innovation was also 

highlighted.

The participants also encouraged the European Council to reach an agreement on the European 

patent. The current situation, whereby protecting an invention by patent costs 10 times more in 

Europe than in the United States, is an unacceptable handicap for the competitiveness of European 

companies, and especially for SME.
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Company networks and clusters were referred to as tools which help to favour the integration of 

value chains. These offer a potential for encouraging links between decision-makers and sub-

contractors, small and large companies, industries and research and development stakeholders.  

Nevertheless, the participants also referred to the limits of these types of tools, especially in terms 

of the participation of SME, and also raised the question of their ongoing assessment.

_________________


