
 
 

 
 
 
 

State of the Union 2021 
 

PROLOGUE 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has turned the world upside down and posed a major challenge for 
cooperation within the European Union. It has revealed how complex a joint approach can be, but it 
has also shown that cooperation ultimately pays off. Member states wrestled with the impact of the 
pandemic on healthcare, the economy and society. Initially, member states closed their internal 
borders and stockpiled personal protective equipment mainly for themselves, but once the initial 
shock wore off, the search began for ways to increase European cooperation. Member states made 
joint agreements about closing the external borders, implementing ‘green lanes’ for goods transport 
and regulating travel between member states. They also worked together to repatriate EU citizens 
stranded abroad. 
 
Despite the difficult circumstances caused by the pandemic, progress was made on a number of 
major issues. The member states adopted the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for 2021-
2027, which includes a strong rule of law conditionality, and stepped up the EU’s climate ambitions. 
In addition, the EU and the United Kingdom reached agreement on their future relationship, 
solidifying the UK’s exit from the EU. 
 
Within the framework of the six priorities1 outlined by the Von der Leyen Commission upon taking 
office, the focus this year is on managing the COVID-19 pandemic in the short term and on 
strengthening the EU’s resilience for the longer term by accelerating the transition to a prosperous, 
climate-neutral and digital Europe. The Commission has highlighted the role of the 
NextGenerationEU (NGEU) instrument and the COVID-19 Recovery and Resilience Facility in 
achieving these goals. The Commission’s 2021 work programme sets out proposals that reflect the 
Strategic Agenda adopted by the European Council on 20 June 2019,2 in which the Netherlands’ 
priorities are firmly embedded. This State of the European Union is based on the Commission’s six 
priorities. An assessment of the Commission’s work programme has been submitted to the House of 
Representatives separately.3 
 
Although border management and healthcare are primarily member state competencies, recent 
circumstances have shown that a coordinated approach at EU level has added value, for example in 
relation to data sharing, assessing country situations, mitigating the impact of the pandemic on the 
internal market and exercising the EU’s market power to procure vaccines. Determining the 
administrative level at which issues can be handled most effectively requires constant attention.  
 
The Netherlands’ focus 
The EU has an essential role to play in many of the challenges facing the Netherlands, including 
climate change, digitalisation, migration, internal security and defence. These issues remain as 
urgent as ever during the COVID-19 crisis and the recovery phase. Economic recovery and job 
creation must go hand in hand with the transition to sustainability and digitalisation. An EU with the 
capacity to act is vital to meeting all of these challenges. 
                                                
1 These six priorities are a European Green Deal, a Europe fit for the digital age, an economy that works for 
people, a stronger Europe in the world, protecting the European way of life and a new push for European 
democracy. 
2 Conclusions of the European Council, EUCO 9/19, June 2019. 
3 Communication from the Commission, Commission Work Programme 2021 (COM(2020)37); ‘Appreciatie 
Commissie Werkprogramma 2021’ (Assessment of the European Commission’s Work Programme 2021), 
Parliamentary Paper 35 663, no. A. 

 

 
 



 
The Union is only as strong as its member states. The EU will be resilient to shocks only if the 
member states maintain sound macroeconomic policies and sustainable debt levels. The EU will be 
strong only if the principles of good governance and the rule of law are firmly embedded in the 
member states and the EU institutions, and if the member states follow through on the agreements 
they make. The EU will be fit for the future only if member states innovate, adapt to the challenges 
of the future and maintain Europe’s competitiveness. The EU will be resilient in the current 
geopolitical context only if all the links in the chain are strong and policies take greater account of 
geopolitical considerations. For these reasons, the Netherlands attaches great importance to an EU 
made up of strong member states and independent institutions. The Commission is indispensable as 
an arbiter when it comes to issues such as protecting the rule of law and the internal market. These 
ideas can be distilled into three objectives that the Netherlands is pursuing within the EU: resilient, 
secure member states working on convergence towards the highest level of prosperity; geopolitical 
mobilisation of EU instruments; and a Union that functions effectively and transparently and in which 
the principles of democracy and the rule of law are respected. 
 
The highest level of prosperity 
We must prevent differences in the level of prosperity and economic resilience between the member 
states from further increasing and ensure that the EU’s economic growth does not lag behind that 
of other major players. Disparities of this kind put pressure on the euro and undermine the internal 
market and the EU as a whole. Upward convergence therefore remains key. This means that the 
starting point should not be the lowest common denominator but rather the highest level of 
prosperity within the EU, not least because this is necessary to maintain our competitive position 
internationally. For this reason, it is crucial that the EU and the member states are ambitious in their 
efforts to achieve the green and digital transitions, promote sustainable and inclusive economic 
growth, bolster financial and economic resilience, and fortify Europe’s competitive position.  
 
The Commission’s European Green Deal and digital strategy offer a sound basis for boosting the EU’s 
competitive and innovation capacity, transitioning to a sustainable and digital economy and 
supporting the post-pandemic economic recovery. It is important that the EU lead on these issues 
and continue to innovate. A priority in this respect is accelerating the digital transition, without 
making concessions on our shared values and fundamental rights and freedoms or on our security, 
including cybersecurity.  
 
At the insistence of the Netherlands, the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), which is part of the 
NGEU recovery effort, is focused on modernising the member states’ economies and reducing 
disparities. It is crucial to combine this modernisation process with much-needed reforms. 
Convergence in these areas can raise the level of prosperity in all the member states and, as a 
result, increase resilience to future crises and ensure our economies are prepared for the challenges 
of the 21st century. 
 
Geopolitical position 
In the light of the far-reaching geopolitical changes taking place, the EU must be secure and better 
able to protect itself from undesirable outside influences and threats, while continuing to uphold and 
defend our values and our economic and security interests. This brings us to the Netherlands’ second 
objective: increasing the EU’s capacity to act geopolitically, primarily by deploying its economic 
instruments to greater effect in the geopolitical arena and by strengthening its external and security 
policy instruments. The government supports the EU’s ambition to be a geopolitical player rather 
than a playground, and is pushing for the EU to assume greater responsibility for security and 
military matters. The government advocates an ‘and-and’ approach that involves strengthening both 
the EU and NATO.  
 
Enhancing the EU’s capacity to exercise power on the geopolitical stage also requires us to change 
the way we think and act. Strategic autonomy is an important issue on the EU agenda. The point of 
departure for the government is that strategic autonomy is not the goal in itself but rather the means 



by which we can shape a resilient EU that is capable of safeguarding its own public interests, while 
maintaining an open economy. This starts with a thorough analysis of the vulnerabilities and the 
undesirable, one-sided dependencies that have been further exposed by the pandemic. In that 
regard, it is also important to be mindful of general security and cybersecurity risks to the EU. The 
EU’s appeal can make it a breeding ground for organised crime and threats from state and non-state 
actors. 
 
Enhancing the EU’s strategic autonomy will require giving more consideration to the geopolitical 
aspects of external matters but also – and in particular – internal matters. It is important to gauge 
the value to external actors of the EU’s internal market, innovative capacity, industry policy and 
other attractive features. The EU should not hesitate to leverage its appeal in the service of its own 
interests. At the same time, an offensive geopolitical strategy is required. Strong, united EU action 
is paramount if we are to resolve the challenges of our time: climate change, migration, security, 
defence and mounting trade tensions. In that context, it is critically important for the EU to operate 
as a standard-setter wherever possible. Upholding the rules-based multilateral system is crucial in 
this respect, and the government would therefore like to see the EU step up its efforts in this area. 
To enhance EU security, it is also necessary to strengthen police and judicial cooperation. 
 
Respect for our European values 
The Netherlands’ third objective is an effectively functioning and transparent EU in which the 
principles of democracy and the rule of law are respected. The EU is more than an economic bloc 
with geopolitical ambitions. It is also a community of values in which respect for democracy, 
fundamental rights and the rule of law are crucial. Respect for the rule of law ensures that our 
democracies function within a system of countervailing powers, that everyone is equal before the 
law and that there is legal protection for both individuals and businesses. Safeguarding the rule of 
law is a prerequisite for mutual trust between member states and effective cooperation. Rules are 
rules. All parties must comply with the agreements they make, whether they be to combat climate 
change or to implement structural reforms.  
 
In the past year, major steps have been taken at EU level to protect and strengthen the rule of law. 
The inclusion of the rule of law conditionality in the EU budget and the recovery facility will enable 
enforcement should violations of the rule of law threaten the EU’s financial interests. The 
Commission’s new annual Rule of Law Report, which presents an assessment of the rule of law 
situation in each member state, will help us identify problems in this area at an earlier stage and 
work together on solutions through dialogue. Enforcement action is of the essence when member 
states violate rule of law principles. Transparent decision-making is essential in order to guarantee 
democratic legitimacy and ensure that the EU functions properly. The government will therefore 
continue to focus on transparency in decision-making and law-making and on maintaining strong 
information rights for national parliaments. In this regard, the government will continue to stress 
the importance of implementing and enforcing European legislation to ensure that the EU delivers. 
 
In the coming year the EU will do everything in its power to emerge stronger from the COVID-19 
crisis. The Strategic Agenda should be viewed largely in this light. The Council intends to negotiate 
a large number of  framework-setting legislative proposals on sustainability and digitalisation. 
Migration also requires the EU’s unabated attention. In determining its position, the Netherlands will 
continue to coordinate with other member states through effective use of its network of diplomatic 
missions. In the long term, the Netherlands will work to broaden support and seek ‘landing zones’ 
for its views through strategic prioritisation and by employing precise country information. The 
Conference on the Future of Europe is a good opportunity to involve the Dutch public in European 
developments, further implement the Strategic Agenda and strengthen the governance of the EU. 

 

The full text (in Dutch) of the State of the Union 2021 can be accessed here: 
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/publicaties/2021/04/02/staat-van-de-europese-unie-
2021. 
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