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SPEAKERS AND AUDIENCE 
 
PromethEUs – a new network of four Southern European think tanks – marked its debut on the EU 
stage hosting on 13 October its first Digital Conference, entitled “A new framework for Europe’s digital 
rules. Leading the path towards AI and digital services revolution”.  
 
As the European Commission is preparing to put on the table in the coming months two of the main 
legislative packages of the current institutional cycle – the Artificial Intelligence legislative framework 
and the Digital Services Act – and the debate on these issues has been intensifying in the European 
institutions and national capitals, PromethEUs provided a forum for an open and high-level discussion 
in order to take stock of the Commission’s Digital Strategy in view of the next institutional steps. 

The conference comprised 20 high-level speakers, including EU and national key decision-makers, 
and brought together more than 100 stakeholders from Brussels and the national capitals, with 
representatives from EU and national institutions, research and business organisations, trade and 
consumer associations and other relevant stakeholders. 

The event was opened by Stefano da Empoli, President, I-Com – the Institute for Competitiveness. 
There followed a stimulating panel discussion on “The N(EU) Way to Artificial Intelligence - Fostering 
Excellence, Building Trust” moderated by Óscar Fernández, Senior Researcher at EsadeGeo. Amongst 
the speakers, were: AIDA Special Committee MEPs Edina Tóth (Vice-Chair) and Susana Solís Pérez; 
Kilian Gross, Head of Unit ‘Technologies and Systems for Digitising Industry’, DG CNECT, European 
Commission; Robert Dehm, Attaché for Telecommunications and Information Society, Permanent 
Representation of Germany to the EU; João Castro, Head of Digital Experience Lab and Professor at 
Nova School of Business and Economics; and Cinzia Guido, Chief Operating Officer & Senior Digital 
Adviser, Confindustria EU Delegation.  
 
Afterwards, Roberto Viola, Director-General, DG CNECT, European Commission, gave a keynote speech 
on “Setting European Rules for the Global Digital Era”. There followed the second panel on “Towards 
the Digital Services Act - Promoting Innovation, Protecting Citizens’ Rights”, moderated by Aggelos 
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Tsakanikas, Scientific Advisor, IOBE. Among the other speakers, were: MEPs Alex Agius Saliba, 
Rapporteur on DSA, and Maria-Manuel Leitão-Marques, Vice-Chair IMCO Committee; Ricardo 
Castanheira, Counsellor, Permanent Representation of Portugal to the EU; Luc Hendrickx, Director, 
Competitiveness of Enterprises - External Relations - Legal Affairs, SMEunited; Iverna Mcgowan, 
Director Europe Office, Centre for Democracy and Technology – CDT; Ursula Pachl, Deputy Director 
General, BEUC – The European Consumer Organisation.  
 
Finally, the MEPs Brando Benifei, AIDA Special Committee, and Eva Kaili, Chair of the Panel for the 
Future of Science and Technology (STOA), took the floor to deliver the closing remarks, while Mirella 
Liuzzi, Under-secretary of State, Italian Ministry of Economic Development, sent a written contribution 
to the discussion.  
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MAIN TAKEAWAYS 
 
PromethEUs views. In his opening, I-Com President Stefano da Empoli briefly presented the 
PromethEUs views on AI and DSA. Europe should target not only the development of AI technologies 
but also their adoption as widely and as quickly as possible, da Empoli pointed out. This would involve 
a strong focus on allowing firms and citizens to access the best available technologies at a competitive 
price, and strengthening skills. As well, a risk-based approach to AI applications should be based on 
three principles: 1) avoiding discrimination between AI and non-AI products; 2) minimising uncertainty, 
by strictly limiting exceptions; 3) containing compliance costs (i.e. relying on ex ante self-assessment). 
On the upcoming DSA proposal, da Empoli highlighted that any new rules should be based on a correct 
and comprehensive understanding of market dynamics, be light-handed and proportionate without 
stifling innovation, and mostly fight lock-in practices and strengthen fairness and transparency.  
 
The long path to Digital made-in-Europe. The fingerprint of digital made-in-Europe is a human-centred 
approach. First and foremost, digital must aim at advancing our human interactions, our quality of life 
and our society as a whole. As Roberto Viola highlighted in his keynote speech, Europe’s ambitions will 
involve  investing in excellence and using the EU’s political capital to set few but clear rules (data 
governance, digital services, human-centric AI). The MEPs, Eva Kaili, Edina Tóth and Brando Benifei, 
recalled this view, arguing, on one hand, that the EU will first need to ensure that its industry, 
particularly SMEs and startups, has access to high quality data in order to play a key role in the digital 
transformation and foster its competitiveness at global level. On the other hand, Kaili pointed out, 
when it comes to digital policy, Europe’s essential role on the global scene should be in creating the 
standards, working on the governance issues, and thus influencing its global competitors. This could 
give a European direction to the digital transformation and make digital the solution for a long-lasting 
growth.  
 
Human-centric AI: building trust to achieve excellence. The use of AI-based technologies in everyday 
life clearly shows what the real benefits of developing and adopting digital innovations are, while, at 
the same time, raising questions about the risks that are inevitably involved - the digital conundrum 
further reinforced by the Covid-19 experience. Speakers and participants broadly agreed on the need 
to establish a climate of trust among people using AI-based technologies as a precondition for achieving 
the so-called «ecosystem of excellence» in Europe, where R&D ideas could spontaneously blossom. In 
this respect, DG CNECT’s Kilian Gross pointed out that AI will be able in the future to make decisions 
that will have a major impact on citizens' lives, and high security standards must be ensured to tackle 
those risks. Furthermore, MEP Susana Solís Pérez stressed that algorithms have the potential to make 
decisions on fundamental rights’ issues, to create situations of inequality and to question human 
autonomy. Confindustria’s Cinzia Guido also highlighted the need to strengthen the trust of business 
users, for instance, through a constructive and transparent dialogue with AI developers that could take 
place within the new Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs).   
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The need for a clear AI regulation fit for European SMEs. Both institutional representatives – including 
MEP Edina Tóth – and civil society stakeholders shared the conviction that a EU-wide horizontal AI 
regulation could contribute to mitigating the main risks associated with AI use and to creating the 
above-mentioned «climate of trust», supporting the PromethEUs’ view that a EU-wide regulatory 
approach is preferable in order to avoid internal market fragmentation. Here, German Permanent 
Representation’s Robert Dehm highlighted the need for a legal and regulatory clarity, that can also 
contribute to making Europe attractive for external actors, and Nova School of Business and 
Economics’ João Castro recalled the importance of a clear regulation that fully takes into account the 
specificity of European SMEs. For instance, in order to avoid the creation of burdens on SMEs and, 
thus, hinder their competitiveness, it was stressed that minimum criteria to operate could be 
developed by reinforcing the cooperation between public and private sectors working in the AI 
ecosystem. Finally, the impact that AI can have on the labour market should not be underestimated 
and a dialogue between companies and education systems should be reinforced to develop 
programmes able to support the matching of demand and supply in the labour market.   
 
DSA: redesigning the rules of the Internet without hindering innovation. The need to revise the 
European rules on digital services was the leitmotif broadly shared by speakers and participants. As 
PrometheEUs also’ stated, the gradual and massive transfer of many socio-economic activities to the 
Internet in the last twenty years has highlighted the need to rethink the role and responsibilities for 
online platforms and other digital service providers. However, the importance of a legislation that 
prevents negative effects on innovation and competitiveness, particularly regarding SMEs, was 
underlined. In particular, the new rules should avoid the risk of hindering the entry  of new companies 
(intermediaries and sellers) into the market and discouraging innovation and the provision of new 
affordable services to citizens and businesses. As stated by Italian government’s Mirella Liuzzi in her 
written contribution supporting the PromethEUs views, the regulatory framework should guarantee a 
trustful and reliable playing field, without overbearing platforms, and hindering new entrants and SMEs 
from entering their marketplaces. SMEunited’s Luc Hendrickx expressed the conviction that the DSA 
should also contribute to helping companies to better understand how to address e-commerce 
investments, particularly, supporting SMEs in minimising the risk of not understanding digital market 
needs. Furthermore, Portuguese Permanent Representation’s Ricardo Castanheira stressed that the 
physical market’s rules that are not entirely valid and fully applicable to the digital, which is extremely 
complex and has unique characteristics that need to carefully considered.  
 
DSA as a tool to protect citizen and consumer rights. The new legislation should ensure an effective 
system of protection for users and consumers. For instance, speakers and participants broadly agreed 
on the PromethEUs arguments that users should be provided with clear information concerning the 
use of their data and its sharing with third parties, and that authorities should be in a position to 
constantly monitor online disinformation and the effectiveness of digital platforms in fighting against 
it. MEP Alex Agius Saliba stressed that the DSA will aim at providing a better digital environment and 
define tangible rules, according to the principle of «what is illegal online is also illegal offline». MEP 
Maria-Manuel Leitão-Marques argued that the advent of the Internet has not automatically 
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rebalanced the market nor increased its transparency, hence, consumers currently lack effective 
protection both for the use of their data and the safety of the products they buy online. BEUC’s Ursula 
Pachl also stressed this concept, highlighting that European consumers are constantly exposed to 
products, sold on platforms’ online marketplaces, that are not compliant with the EU safety regulatory 
framework. CDT's Iverna McGowan pointed out that the concept of democracy should be applied to 
the technology sector, as there are known and growing concerns regarding the use of data to 
implement commercial practices without a significant protection for individual rights.  
  
 


