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Panel on State Aid control at a cross-road: Reform initiatives to 
strengthen the Single market 

 
 

Competition Commissioner Joaquín Almunia announces 
modernisation of State Aid rules to strengthen the 

Single Market 
 
 

Speaking at the first European Competition Forum, Commission Vice-President 
Joaquín Almunia announced a comprehensive modernisation of the control of State 
aid in Europe.  
 
Vice-President Almunia echoed President Barroso in underlining that competition in 
the Single Market must be strengthened to help Europe through the crisis: “we need to 
deepen the internal market – which is a foundation of sustainable growth in Europe – 
and we all know that aid granted to protect inefficient companies eventually erects 
barriers within the internal market and hinders growth.” "This reform of State aid", he 
added, "should support the efforts made by public authorities to reallocate their 
spending; redirect it towards growth-enhancing policies and activities; and – as a 
result – make better use of taxpayers' money". 
 
He explained that the rationale behind the reform is that “most EU governments are 
faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, many of them are strapped for cash; on the 
other, the demand for public services and public support is increasing. To find a way 
out of this dilemma, local and central governments across Europe must make better 
use of increasingly scarce resources; this means selecting their priorities better and 
improving the quality of spending. Our State aid control should support governments 
to meet these needs." He went on to stress that if “a public expenditure does not 
address a genuine market failure, it will be ineffective; which means that taxpayers’ 
money is wasted and markets are distorted. Instead, government support should go 
where it can make a difference for EU competitiveness and where it can stimulate 
innovation, growth and employment.” 
 
 
Encouraging good aid, stamping out bad 
 
State aid modernisation should lead to a refocus of State aid control on the cases that 
have a strong impact on competition in the internal market while simplifying the 
treatment of aid that has only local effects.   
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At the same time it should help public authorities make better use of taxpayers' money 
by focussing government intervention on projects that best strengthen the economy 
without distorting competition Priorities, among other things, should include targeted 
investment in R&D, the development of a greener economy, making access to finance 
easier for SMEs, aid for territorial cohesion and compensation for public services. 
 
These objectives support the new rules of economic and fiscal surveillance that 
Member States will use to organise the control of their budgets under the so-called 
Six-Pack. State aid control has a positive impact on budgetary discipline and on the 
quality of public finance as it can help redirect spending on targeted growth-enhancing 
policies.  
 
Simpler and more targeted rules 
 
This modernisation push will amount to fewer, simpler and more targeted rules. The 
objective is also for the Commission to take decisions faster, based on better quality 
information and to pursue more cases at its own initiative. 
 
Vice President Almunia declared that he sees today’s announcement as the start of “a 
process that will involve authorities in the Member States, EU institutions, national 
competition authorities and stakeholders for quite some time.” 
 
Reactions 
 
The first speaker on the second panel of the day, Vítor Gaspar, the Portuguese 
Minister of State and Finance, welcomed what he considered a timely focus on an 
important priority. Emphasising the size and diversity of the Single Market as critical in 
boosting purchasing power, he underlined the necessity “of limiting national abilities to 
act so as not to undermine competition,” noting that not just companies, but “states 
also resort to monopolies when they are short of money.”  
 
Refuting the argument that competition rules should not be applied in a crisis, Gaspar 
applauded the Commissioner’s initiative as “spot on” and encouraged the Commission 
to make fast and urgent progress with its approach. He warned that the growing 
danger of encroachment from national politics must be resisted, concluding “A well-
functioning single market promotes growth at no expense to the taxpayer.” 
 
Mrs Mercedes Bresso, President of the Committee of the Regions, also 
welcomed the focus on the bigger issue and moves towards simplification of rules and 
greater autonomy for regions. She highlighted that public authorities, providers and 
beneficiaries need to better understand and follow the rules and that a streamlined set 
of provisions will undoubtedly go in the right direction. 
 
Professor André Sapir, Professor of Economics at the Université Libre de Bruxelles, 
expressed relief at this return to a focus on the future, noting that the “crisis has 
reduced attention to the short-term, but the medium and long-term challenges have 
not disappeared.” He pointed out that meanwhile the world has not waited for Europe 
and now the need to transform the Union to an innovation-based society has to be 
handled with less room for manoeuvre: “2010 has been put off to 2020, but the crisis 
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has accelerated trends. The reality of tomorrow is today.” His recommendation? “State 
aid policy needs to look beyond the crisis and be more than ever supportive of the goal 
of having a strong and dynamic, i.e. integrated and contestable Single Market.” 
 
Mr Wolfgang Kopf, Senior Vice President of Public & Regulatory Affairs at 
Deutsche Telekom since 2006 was speaking on behalf of the European Round Table 
of Industrialists Working Group on Competition Policy. He emphasised that state aid 
control only exists in Europe and European companies were facing distortions of 
competition on the global playing field. He called for prioritising assessment of 
distortion of competition in the balancing test and welcomed simplified application of 
rules for cases with no cross-border impact.  
  
Gert Jan Koopman, Deputy Director-General for state aid in the Competition 
DG since November 2010, reminded the audience that State aid control of government 
help for banks has been the most integrated European  mechanism to deal with the 
crisis. This was confirmed later in the discussion by Vitor Gaspar who said that 
“collective action at EU level led by the Commission provided a framework for 
coordination of effective action by Member States.”  
  
 
 
 

ENDS 
 

The Forum:   
The European Competition Forum was attended by 450 people from Europe and 
beyond.   
 
This first Forum of its kind attracted a broad spectrum of high-level participants, 
including representatives from national ministries and local government, European 
institutions, national competition authorities, business and consumer organisations, 
think tanks, and international organizations. 
 
The three sessions of the Forum were designed to cover all competition policies, i.e. 
antitrust, mergers and state aid.  The main topics of discussion were 
 

• competition policy’s contribution to growth and competitiveness 
• possible reforms to state aid control to reinforce the single market 
• the unique EU model of competition enforcement model  

 
The speakers at the Forum explored more and better ways of keeping the single 
market competitive and fair. A vibrant, effective single market can offer European 
citizens the assurance of lower prices and greater choice of innovative products.  
 
In the wider perspective, a successful, competitive single market can help the 
economy revive and grow, and create more jobs for more people.   
 
 
European Competition Forum website:  http://ec.europa.eu/competition/ecf 

http://ec.europa.eu/competition/information/european_competition_forum_2012/speakers_en.html#kopf
http://ec.europa.eu/competition/information/european_competition_forum_2012/speakers_en.html#koopman
http://ec.europa.eu/competition/ecf

	Panel on State Aid control at a cross-road: Reform initiatives to strengthen the Single market
	Competition Commissioner Joaquín Almunia announces modernisation of State Aid rules to strengthen the Single Market
	Encouraging good aid, stamping out bad
	Simpler and more targeted rules
	Reactions
	The Forum:
	European Competition Forum website:  http://ec.europa.eu/competition/ecf

