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Ladies and gentlemen 

Good evening. It is a pleasure to be here at the Academy of 

European Law’s New Year Reception, in the wonderful 

confines of the BELvue museum.  

But while this venue, in its day job, explores the history of 

Belgium, tonight I would like to focus on the future, and 

briefly outline some of my political priorities over the next 

five years as Commissioner for Justice. 

But let me start by underlining the important role the ERA has 

played over nearly three decades as a key partner for the 

European Institutions in matters of European law and justice. 

I look forward to continuing this partnership over the course 

of the mandate. 

[Rule of Law] 

First, upholding the Rule of Law is my priority over the 

coming five years. The Rule of Law is one of the building 

blocks upon which the European Union was founded.  

It guarantees the protection of all other values, including 

democracy and freedom of speech. 
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Respect for the Rule of Law is crucial for the effective 

application of EU law, and is essential for mutual trust 

between Member States and their judicial authorities. It is also 

crucial for the proper functioning of the internal market. 

Unfortunately, in recent times we have seen concerns with 

regards to the Rule of Law emerging in some Member States, 

including Poland and Hungary. The Commission has 

therefore developed a Rule of Law toolbox to provide a 

variety of responses, including dialogue and infringement 

proceedings. 

To build on this, last July the Commission decided to 

establish an annual Rule of Law Review Cycle to deepen its 

monitoring of the Rule of Law situation in all Member States. 

Monitoring will naturally be more intense in Member States 

where particular risks – notably a risk of regression – have 

been identified. 

To support this process, I will prepare an annual Rule of 

Law Report which will detail significant developments – 

both positive and negative – in all the Member States and at 

EU level. 

https://www.era.int/cgi-bin/cms?_SID=879460c38a1b71c68ca3aa632937f49b2f1d7c2b00672531707545&_sprache=en&_bereich=artikel&_aktion=detail&idartikel=129335
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In my role to lead the Commission’s work on the 

comprehensive European Rule of Law mechanism, I will 

present the first annual Rule of Law Report under the 

German Presidency of the Council in the second half of 2020. 

[Criminal law – EPPO] 

In the area of criminal law, there are several important 

priorities. My first priority is to ensure that the European 

Public Prosecutor’s Office is up and running by the end of 

this year under the leadership of the European Chief 

Prosecutor, Laura Kövesi. 

The EPPO will be a key actor in fighting fraud, corruption 

and organised crime targeted against the EU budget, and it is 

imperative that it starts its work as soon as possible. 

[Eurojust] 

Together with EPPO, I will continue supporting Eurojust.  

The Agency is the key facilitator of judicial cooperation in 

criminal matters between Member States, supporting national 

authorities in combatting serious cross-border crime. 
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In 2018 it dealt with more than 6,500 investigations of serious 

organised crime, and supported in the use of nearly 1,000 

European Investigation Orders and the execution of more than 

700 European Arrest Warrants. 

[European judicial training] 

We will also continue to build on our excellent progress in 

strengthening judicial training. Our work to train justice 

professionals on EU law is essential to foster mutual trust 

among Member States and continue to build the European 

area of freedom, security and justice. 

It also increases judges and prosecutors’ knowledge about key 

elements of the rule of law and fundamental rights. 

A comprehensive evaluation of the European Judicial 

Training Strategy which the Commission concluded in 

October 2019 underlined the progress made, with more than a 

million legal practitioners attending training on EU law since 

2011, and 190,000 in 2018 alone. 
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The strategy has also contributed to the increasing quality of 

European judicial training activities, with best practices 

collected, disseminated and applied, numerous handbooks and 

guidelines published, and capacity of networks and training 

providers improved. It is time to adopt a new strategy for the 

future.  

And let me mention here that the ERA has contributed 

significantly to these achievements. 

[Consumer law] 

President von der Leyen has also asked me to steer EU 

consumer policy with a view to fostering consumer 

protection and empowering consumers in the green and 

digital transitions. 

This is of significant importance: consumer spending over 

57% of the EU’s GDP. Consumer law, therefore, regulates a 

large part of the Single Market. 

The recent adoption of the Directive on better enforcement 

and modernisation of EU consumer protection rules will 

increase protection for consumers in the digital world and 

stimulate compliance with EU consumer rights.  
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And through the proposal for a Representative Actions 

Directive, we want to send European consumers a strong 

signal that there will be an effective model of collective 

redress in all Member States. My ambition is to conclude the 

negotiations under the current Croatian Presidency. 

Under the Green Deal, I intend to promote sustainable 

consumption by addressing guarantees around product 

durability, access to repairs and premature obsolescence and 

by promoting circular economy. 

To better support consumers in consumer credit and 

financial services, legislation may be revised depending on 

the results of an ongoing analysis in order to strengthen 

responsible lending and adapt the regulatory framework to 

changes brought by digitalisation. 

With a view to further strengthening enforcement, the updated 

Consumer Protection Cooperation Regulation has enabled 

stronger cooperation between national authorities. In case of 

Union-wide breaches, the Commission, in its new role as 

watchdog, can alert national authorities and coordinate their 

action to tackle illegal practices by big market players.  

https://www.era.int/cgi-bin/cms?_SID=0b0a8b52fead85eb4f251004f049abb9c167668a00672531830703&_sprache=en&_bereich=artikel&_aktion=detail&idartikel=129249
https://www.era.int/cgi-bin/cms?_SID=0b0a8b52fead85eb4f251004f049abb9c167668a00672531830703&_sprache=en&_bereich=artikel&_aktion=detail&idartikel=129249
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E-commerce, connected products and Artificial Intelligence 

bring opportunities, but also new challenges for product 

safety: non-EU economic operators can directly reach EU 

consumers online, for example. This might require an update 

of the general product safety Directive. 

All these areas will be discussed with stakeholders at the 

Consumer Summit this week. The feedback will then help 

the Commission to shape the new EU Consumer Agenda 

that is planned for adoption this year. 

[Artificial Intelligence] 

Finally, Artificial Intelligence is set to be one of the most 

important strategic technologies of the 21st century.  

Many countries around the world have adopted strategies on 

AI and are pouring billions into its development.  

And for good reason: it has the potential to bring untold 

benefits to our societies and our economies. But at the same 

time, it also carries with it significant risks. 
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We must therefore develop policies at European level that 

protect individuals – a human-centric approach which at the 

same time allows Europe to be competitive in the AI 

landscape. 

AI applications need to comply with fundamental rights.  

The General Data Protection Regulation already protects 

personal data. It is now essential to shape a framework to 

address possible challenges to human dignity, non-

discrimination, equality, freedom of expression and other 

fundamental rights.  

Regulation and development of AI must go hand in hand. 

Developing AI on the basis of shared European values can 

be a competitive advantage as trust is a very important factor 

for the uptake of the development and the use of new 

technologies. Business interests and fundamental rights 

converge when it comes to creating sustainable AI business 

models. We need the right kind of innovation.  

In April 2018, the European Commission defined a strategy 

on AI. It is based on three pillars: 

https://www.era.int/cgi-bin/cms?_SID=f98e3655e90ef5f66e2fb7d31c5a3802cf29c1b600672532141574&_sprache=en&_bereich=artikel&_aktion=detail&idartikel=129253
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• Boosting the EU’s technological and industrial capacity 

and AI uptake across the economy; 

• Preparing for socio-economic changes brought about by 

AI; and 

• Ensuring an appropriate ethical and legal framework. 

It will feed into the next step, a white paper with the core 

features of the future regulatory framework for AI which the 

Commission will publish next month. 

The objective is to ensure that AI is developed in line with EU 

values and principles, while adhering to existing EU 

legislation; to foster the use of AI on the digital single market; 

and to provide a clear and predictable framework for 

operators.  

The publication of the white paper on 19 February will be 

followed by a public consultation. 

[Conclusion] 

In conclusion, then, a busy five years lie ahead of me in the 

area of law and justice. This work is crucial. We need to 

protect the fundamental values which lie at the very heart of 

the European Union. 
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I look forward to working with you, ERA, the Academy of 

European Law. Judicial training is key! 

 


