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Since January 2020, the COVID-19 crisis has delivered ample blows to Europeans: first 

with the fulgurant increase in deaths due to COVID-19, then with a justified halt on all 

social contacts, and finally with economic consequences so dire they indiscriminately affect 

the population. The European Union’s response has been scorned as poor,(4) and 

commentators have denounced the EU’s inaction in both public health and economic 

affairs. Indeed, the EU has so far given the impression of a union in disarray: Member 

States produced scattered responses on the issue of protecting citizens’ health and then 

seemingly failed to find an agreement on stimuli to cope with economic depression.  

 

Reports(5) and early academic publications(6) have pointed that a logic of “every man for 

himself” had superseded a political project unable to crystallize a sense of solidarity among 

Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany listens during a joint news conference with President 
Emmanuel Macron of France, who attended via video link (May 18 Getty) 

 

Europe is among the most affected regions in the world by the spread of COVID-19. The continent was 
designated in March 2020 as the new epicenter of the pandemic and Europe’s recovery strategy to the 
crisis seems to be threatened by a lack of solidarity. This paper analyses how the European Union (EU) 
governance system has – so far – conditioned the construction of a modest coordinated European 

response to the crisis. It examines how the insufficiencies of the EU governance system have – so far 
– conditioned the construction of a modest coordinated European response to the crisis. It suggests 
that COVID-19 is a learning opportunity(1) rather than a make-or-break event. Crises in the EU are 
important catalysts of change(2) and offer a propitious context for policy learning.(3) 
 
This paper suggests that COVID-19 is a learning opportunity rather than a make-or-break event. Two 
lessons are highlighted: first, this crisis shows that if Europeans bet on solidarity as an incentive to 

cooperate, their chances to produce prompt and ambitious responses are slim and overshadowed by 
power-struggles on what the governance of the EU ought to be. Second, while the crisis started as a 
public health problem, the crux of the debate is now centered on a common economic recovery strategy. 
The challenge ahead will be to avoid that lessons learned about public health are cannibalized by 
economic affairs. 
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its 27 Member States. Yet, if “solidarity” were the active compound that holds the Union 

together, the EU might as well be a simple forum in which Member States cooperate and 

help each other. In effect, the EU is built on strictly enforced legal ties that bind national 

governments with one another. Member states act in concert because a complex legal 

order binds them together rather than because of the attractiveness of collective action. 

  

Public health is a policy area in which the EU does not have binding instruments;(7) and 

while the Eurozone is an integrated monetary union, fiscal and economic affairs remain in 

the hands of Member States. These limits to the EU governance system have proven to 

be an explosive cocktail in the COVID-19 crisis, and they have exacerbated fears about 

Europe’s ability to recover post-crisis. The claim defended here is that rather than the 

marker of a form of disintegration of the Union, Europe’s lack of a coordinated strategy is 

the symptom of a deficient governance system for crisis contexts. A Union purely based 

on solidarity rather than a binding legal framework is sub-optimal, because it rests on the 

good will of Member States and delays decision-making in times of crisis. 

 

 

 

Amid crisis, learning is constrained by time pressure, choice opportunity is reduced.(8) 

Europe’s strategy vis-à-vis the COVID-19 is a compelling case of policy learning albeit one 

that demonstrates asymmetrical effects in public health and economic policy. While the 

crisis started as a public health problem, the crux of the debate is now centered on a 

common economic recovery strategy:  

 

 First, the haphazard European response on the public health front is explained by 

shedding light on the limits of the EU’s governance system. In effect, on the matter 

of public health no ambitious coordination emerged between European countries 

and the logic of “every man for himself” has prevailed. In this area expectations to 

observe policy learning are limited because of the economic crisis cannibalizing the 

public debate.  

Hundreds of chef's whites were laid out in the heart of Brussels as 
restaurateurs served up a protest over their current predicament (Getty) 
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 Second, Europe’s difficulties in building a common economic recovery strategy are 

appraised: while resistance to building mechanisms of fiscal solidarity is 

substantial, so is the opportunity for learning and enacting a sizeable change. Policy 

learning may thus eventually lead to substantial reforms of the governance system, 

but the EU’s current metaphorical policy toolbox remains ill-equipped for fast-paced 

response amid crisis. 

 

A Haphazard Public Health Response 

Viruses do not know borders, nor do they travel alone. They thrive on goods, usually 

perishable ones, as well as people. Freedom of movements for goods as well as persons 

is a cornerstone of the EU(9) and has made public health crises a European problem rather 

than a national one. To the uninitiated, there is something quite logical in assuming that 

the EU is competent where its Member States are mutually dependent. Yet, public health 

is far from being integrated: the EU has limited competences in harmonizing 

epidemiological surveillance(10) and Member States are usually wary to avoid any 

encroachment on the actual management of health threats.  The management of health 

crises thus rests on a system of soft governance, which involves the use of non-binding 

rules that are nevertheless expected to produce effects in practice.(11) With COVID-19, 

European states initially relied in a limited way on this soft-coordination mechanism. 

However, as the saliency of this crisis increased, national governments have engaged in 

more cooperative endeavors. 

 

1. Limits to Public Health Governance in the EU 

 

Public health governance in the EU is characterized by a sharp division between risk 

assessment and risk management.(12) Risk assessment is the identification of risks 

through the evaluation of the magnitude, mechanisms and gravity of threats to public 

health. In the EU, this task is carried out by the European Commission (DG SANTÉ). This 

function requires important scientific work which the Commission delegates to an 

independent agency: the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) 

created in 2004. The ECDC gathers epidemiological information from Member States’ 

health agencies across the EU as well as neighboring third countries (Norway, Iceland and 

Lichtenstein). EU institutions are thus expected to take on a role of fire alarm in framing 

epidemiological threats as transnational health problems.(13) 

 

The counterpart to this is risk management: treatments such as vaccination and 

restrictions such as confinement(14) remain the prerogative of national authorities. At EU 

level, Member States meet in the Health Security Committee (HSC), a group formalized in 

the aftermath of the 2009 H1N1 crisis and made up of national Health Ministries’ 

representatives.(15) The HSC is a forum meant to facilitate the coordination of national 

responses to health threats. In terms of coordination, the European legal framework is 
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limited to a voluntary mechanism for the joint procurement of medical 

countermeasures(16): Member States may mutualize their purchase of medical 

equipment. 

 

 

 

In effect, this system of governance sets-up clear practical limits to the production of a 

coordinated response. At national level, assessment and management are two sides of the 

same coin: public health agencies are not constrained by the same limits to its mandate 

than ECDC. For instance, during the COVID-19 crisis the French health agency has even 

been expected to publicly advise the French government regarding containment. Unlike at 

national level, independent experts in the ECDC cannot demonstrate a form of 

entrepreneurship amid crisis and thus cannot be the catalyst for a coordinated answer. 

Moreover, the last evaluation of the ECDC(17) highlighted important flows in the 

coordination of preparedness for pandemics. These characteristics raise questions on the 

workability of this system, specifically in terms of reactivity amid crisis. 

 

2. The Ball is in Member States’ Courts 

 

The European experience of the COVID-19 crisis was characterized in January and 

February 2020 by a “casual approach” which did not spare those in charge of framing 

risks. On 9 January 2020, the ECDC considered the likelihood of an introduction of the 

virus in the EU as low.(18) The blame is probably not to be attributed specifically to EU 

institution but rather to the wait-and-see attitude that characterized most of the occidental 

world in the early weeks of 2020. To add to the confusion, the pandemic affected EU 

Member States unevenly.(19)  Italy was the first Member State to experience a sharp 

increase in deaths linked to COVID-19 and was the first one to rely on restrictions on the 

free movement of persons in the last week of February 2020.(20)  

 

European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen apologized to Italy 
for letting it down (Getty) 



 6 

Other EU Member States followed Italy’s footsteps: they enforced a “lockdown” on their 

population and re-established controls at their borders. Each member state did so 

unilaterally, with precipitation and without attempts to coordinate the process, in spite of 

Heads of State and Government of the 27 EU Member States meeting via videoconference 

on 10 March 2020(21) and the European Commission producing a communication(22) to 

coordinate temporary restrictions on non-essential travel on 16 April 2020. Slovakia, 

Czech Republic enforced border controls from 12 March, the day after, Denmark, Poland, 

Latvia, Lithuania and Cyprus followed their lead, while Germany, Spain and France initiated 

these restrictions from 16 March 2020.(23) 

 

Time had been wasted on seizing the breadth and depth of this crisis, which narrowed 

drastically the window of opportunity for Member States to coordinate their response to 

the crisis. Rules regarding confinement have been different from one country to another: 

for instance, the enforcement of those rules in France has been described as strict,(24) 

while the Hungarian government’s emergency measures have been denounced as 

threatening the rule of law.(25) At the other extreme of the spectrum of responses Sweden 

took a “no-lockdown” approach, resulting in up to five times more COVID-19 related 

deaths than its immediate neighbors.(26)  

 

 

 

(Anadolu) 



 7 

On top of producing different responses, EU Member States have displayed staggeringly 

different levels of preparedness, for instance with vastly different stocks of personal 

protective equipment (PPE) and unequal access to test kits.(27) This prompted a surge of 

generosity with some PPE graciously sent to Italy by its neighbors,(28) or French patients 

flown to Germany to avoid a saturation of hospital beds.(29) Eventually, European states 

activated the mechanism of joint procurement of medical equipment on 28 February 2020 

for personal protective equipment and on 17 March 2020 for ventilators.(30)  Additionally, 

on 15 March 2020, the European Commission required that Member States monitor 

exports of PPE. However, this occurred after Member States attempts to implement similar 

measures at national level, (31) thus accentuating the logic of “every man for himself”.  

 

Overall, while the EU’s public health governance is a system with important limits, 

European states unwillingness to cooperate has also been detrimental to produce a 

common response. Considering the workability of this system, it is not amid crisis that 

cooperation is most likely to produce results. A lesson of the COVID-19 pandemic for the 

EU is that public health measures based on coordination produce better result if they are 

used to prepare rather than mitigate a public health crisis. 

 

3. Lifting Containment Measures 

 

On 15 April 2020, the European Commission presented a roadmap to lift containment 

measures.(32) The Commission’s document is based on epidemiological indicators such 

as the decrease in new infections, and hospital admissions; considerations linked to 

national health systems; and guarantees regarding epidemiological surveillance.  

 

European countries have displayed somewhat higher level of coordination regarding the 

progressive lifting of containment measures. Except for Italy, which had initiated its 

lockdown before any other country and lifted some containment measures on 4 May 2020. 

France, Belgium, the Netherlands Germany, Austria, the Czech Republic, Greece, Bulgaria, 

Estonia, Finland, Ireland and Romania eased-up containment measures on 11 May 

2020,(33) while enforcing relatively similar guidelines regarding use of PPE in public space. 

Freedom of movement between European countries has however not been fully re-

established. Here again, there are notable differences between EU Member States who 

have enforced a lockdown in the first place. Germany, Croatia, Hungary, Portugal, Czech 

Republic refuse new entries on their territory. Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark only accept 

entries for essential reasons (work, assistance to dependent persons). The rest of 

European countries imposes quarantine measures on new entrants.(34) 
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This limited form of coordination in lifting containment measures shows that European 

Countries are warier of their interdependence. However, while the epidemiological 

situation has improved according to the ECDC,(35) Europeans willingness to return to 

normal is fundamentally motivated by economic incentives. On 13 May 2020, the European 

Commission presented a series of recommendations on re-establishing freedom of 

movement in the EU.(36) The rationale presented in the document is to soften the 

economic blow and to allow tourism businesses to reopen, after months of lockdown, while 

respecting necessary health precautions.  

 

The issue of economic recovery – detailed in the next section – is thus clearly dominating 

this new phase of mitigation and exit of the COVID-19 crisis. While this is unsurprising, it 

bears an important risk. Europeans have experienced this health crisis with a scattered 

response, and some are asking for ambitious reforms of the governance of public health 

in the EU.(37) The challenge ahead will be to avoid that lessons learned about public health 

are cannibalized by economic affairs.  

 

Looking for a Common Economic Recovery Strategy 

Containment measures have a profound impact on the EU’s economy. Indeed, even before 

confinement measures had been decided, social distancing measures had already 

impacted growth in European countries.(38) Economic consequences will be important 

globally, but here again in the EU, the system of governance adds a layer of complexity 

for a common recovery strategy. Much like in the case of public health, the economic 

governance of the EU is based on a sharp division of competences. The European Central 

Bank (ECB) is an independent body with full competence on monetary policy for the 

Eurozone (the monetary union of 19 of the 27 Member States of the EU). Fiscal policy and 

economic policies are national prerogatives, albeit Member States achieve some form of 

A prelate walks outside St. Peter's Square after the Vatican erected a 
new barricade at the edge of the square, in Rome (March 10 2020 - AP) 
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coordination in this area in the Eurogroup, an informal group of the finance ministers of 

the Eurozone.(39)  

 

A thorny issue in the monetary union has been, especially since the 2008 financial crisis, 

the question of financing national debts. The ECB can do so in a very limited way via 

quantitative easing (purchasing member states’ debt on the secondary market). While the 

president of the ECB had initially declared in February 2020 that the ECB would not resort 

to exceptional measures,(40) the ECB rapidly took a turn on 10 March 2020 and dropped 

limits on its quantitative easing program.(41) Quantitative easing is however a precarious 

solution, as the debate is still vivid regarding the legality of the ECB’s move.(42) 

 

 

 

A more permanent solution would be to mutualize at least part of national debts via 

Eurobonds.(43) The idea is that through these Eurobonds, Member States with large debts 

could effectively finance their budget via the same mechanism and at the same rate on 

the market than member states with balanced budgets. This proposal has been 

traditionally opposed by the more fiscally conservative northern European states. With the 

economic consequences of COVID-19, the question of Eurobonds was pushed center stage 

again, this time under the name of Coronabonds.  

 

1. Reforming Fiscal Governance amid a Public Health Crisis 

 

During the afore mentioned meeting of Heads of State and Government of the 27 EU 

Member States on 10 March 2020, the French and Italian governments called for more 

economic coordination. The suggestion of Coronabonds was met with circumspection by 

the more fiscally conservative European countries, including the German and Dutch 

government.(44) At the end of the meeting, the President of the European Commission 

Ursula von der Leyen, who is herself not in favor of Coronabonds,(45) presented a first 

recovery plan aimed at supporting European states in their fight against the epidemic with 

Designer Friedderike Jorzing adjusts a mannequin wearling a wedding 
dress with a face mask in her store in Berlin (March 30 Getty) 
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25 billion euros to support the economy and various health systems. However, there was 

no mention of an innovative instrument for debt mutualization, as per the wish of some 

member states.(46) 

 

The COVID-19 crisis has once again shed light on the cleavage between a fiscally 

conservative North and an expensive South but what appears today as a lack of solidarity, 

is in effect the display of power struggles on how to address deficiencies of the economic 

governance of the Eurozone. While the financing of national debts is an attractive model, 

fiscally conservative governments refuse to create a precedent which would further erode 

their sovereignty in economic affairs. The negotiations that we have witnessed during the 

COVID-19 crisis are thus more intricate than a simple erosion of solidarity in the EU: there 

are not just about recovery but about the future governance of the Eurozone and here 

again the system of governance is not the most workable amid crisis.  

 

2. The Way Forward 

 

Coronabonds will probably not come to fruition soon, but common measures for recovery 

have been agreed by European countries, including an ambitious Franco-German proposal, 

yet to be agreed by the other member states.  On 9 April 2020 the Eurogroup adopted a 

540-billion-euro stimulus package based on loans for small and medium-sized 

businesses;(47) a European instrument for temporary support to mitigate 

unemployment(48) and access to the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) which aims to 

provide financial assistance to member states in times of crisis. 

 

While these measures provide some important relief, the issue of financing debt is still 

ongoing. On 23 April 2020, heads of State and Government met for the fourth time since 

the start of the Covid-19 crisis. If all agreed on the need for the Union’s budget revised 

upwards and adapted to the coronavirus crisis, European governments have different 

positions on how to use these new resources. Here again, the issue of solidarity is less 

important than the question of sovereignty. Italy, Spain and France support an 

integrationist solution: European loans subscribed directly by the Commission to fund 

member states in the form of grants. The fiscally conservative states defend a more 

sovereigntist option: loans contracted by the states but guaranteed by the European 

budget.(49) This solution would allow the most indebted states to borrow at a lower cost 

(the European guarantee would even make them more credible on the markets), but it 

would not exempt them from repayments and interest rates.  
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A way forward might lie with the recent Franco-German proposal which symbolizes the 

consensus between fiscally conservative North and expensive South.(50) On 18 May 2019, 

French president Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor Angela Merkel suggested the 

adoption of a stimulus fund of 500 billion euros which would be integrated into the 

multiannual budget of the EU and would allow the European Commission to redistribute 

the money to the regions most affected by the epidemic, under the form of loans and not 

grants. The plan was hailed as ambitious.(51) The Franco-German proposal could be the 

embryo of an “Hamiltonian” moment for fiscal federalism if this mechanism becomes 

formally integrated to the governance of the governance of the eurozone.  While the 

Spanish and the Italian government have voiced their support, it remains to be seen how 

palatable the idea of grants will be to the other fiscally conservative countries: Austria, 

Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands.  

 

Europe Can Learn from the Crisis  

COVID-19 has shed light on the baroque governance of both public health and economic 

policy in the EU. With their respective distinctions between EU competences and national 

competences, these systems of governance remain ill-equipped to react promptly to 

crises. A paradox of these events is that they foster learning: the deficiencies that were 

described here have never been so obvious than during the COVID-19 crisis. Amid crisis, 

European leaders are constrained by time pressure and their choice opportunity is 

reduced: while negotiations are still taking place on the Franco-German proposal, evidence 

shows that key member states are starting to forge consensus on both a recovery plan 

(Statista) 
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and the future of the Eurozone. In terms of public health, lessons learned on cooperation 

do not appear to be as resonant and public health actors should remain vigilant if their 

hope is to see further integration take place, especially regarding preparedness for future 

crises. Overall, this crisis shows that if Europeans bet on solidarity as an incentive to 

cooperate, their chances to produce prompt and ambitious responses are slim and 

overshadowed by power-struggles on what the governance of what the EU ought to be. 

 

 

 

*Thibaud Deruelle: PhD Fellow at University of Exeter working on a dissertation entitled “Discreet Power 

through Reputation: the (Im)plausible European Regulator of Disease Prevention and Control”. 
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