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The PromethEUs network organized a private, virtual event, under the coordination of Elcano Royal Institute 

(Spain), to set up a discussion and exchange policy ideas on current debates revolving around European 

digital sovereignty. Stakeholders included representatives from the public administration, government, 

academia, private companies, industry associations, and think tanks from four Southern European countries 

-namely Greece, Italy, Portugal, and Spain-, plus a high-level representative from the US Embassy in Spain.  

 

The goal of this event was dual: first, initiate a discussion with stakeholders from Southern Europe; second, 

provide feedback to the advancements which are being done in the Policy Paper the PromethEUs network is 

undertaking. To this end, this event was held under Chatham House rules.  

 

The discussion put the focus onto three main policy areas of interest, which in turn touched on three issues 

of concern which should be taken into account at the same time when talking about European digital 

sovereignty: the narrative, the very meaning of this idea, and how it is materialized through specific 

examples; a comparative policy approach with other regions, namely China and the US, in terms of indicator-

based analysis and regulation; and geopolitical and institutional views.  

 

The narrative on European digital sovereignty and the case of cloud computing 

European technology sovereignty cannot be seen as an enclosed framework of policy advancements. This 

issue embraces a large number of issues with interrelated interests whose “policy frontiers” -or how they 

blur with other policies- are well defined at times. In other cases, difficulties still arise, and this appropriate 

definition of needs and interests does not match with an actual mapping of risks or how to overcome 

difficulties to innovate, limited interoperability, or the long-existing scaling problem on the supply side. 

However, the discussion raises the idea that European technology sovereignty is not only about markets 

and economy. There are also two other dimensions: S&TI policy, and public-led initiatives since the 1990s. 

First, S&TI policy (Science, Technology and Innovation Policy) is an overarching mission whose goal is to 

contribute to sustainability, resilience, and inclusion. While S&TI policies are a part of the overall digital 

transformation, the European Union cannot understand digital transformation without S&TI policies. Even if 

the EU applies a large set of economy-oriented policies, still they need to rely on a core S&TI policy: moving 
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forward a research workforce which is to be competitive, incentivized, and with digital skills. In this regard, 

digital transformation needs to go hand in hand with the digital transition -to be sustainable.  

This relates to the third aspect of European technology sovereignty: what the public sector, and not the 

private one, has been doing since the 1990s to leverage its technological positioning. In the 1990s, the EU 

and some of its Member States were a digital power. With the 2000 Lisbon Agenda, the Open Method of Co-

ordination (OMC) was created. It included indicators, benchmarks, and peer pressure, but goals or measures 

were neither enforceable nor accountable. This lack of mandatory goals did not encourage governments to 

make flourish a European-wide integrated digital market.  

After several strategies and policies in the 2010s decade, the 2020s decade has opened up a flurry of 

“renewal proposals” for the European Union to catch up on its shortcomings. Alongside the European 

Recovery and Transformation Funds, IPCEIs and European Alliances, however, the most ambitious project is 

the Monitoring and Cooperation Mechanism, which would oblige each Member State to monitor and report 

its National Digital Decade Strategic Roadmap, covering the gaps encountered at the beginning of the 2000s 

in terms of mandatory reporting, and timely, comprehensive, and enforceable goals.  

In this line, the discussion referred to a specific example on how the public sector has long tried to leverage 

a robust technology area: cloud computing. This case is of special interest because cloud computing is the 

area where the EU has the highest degree of dependence on external actors. However, previous attempts 

-led by Member States- have proven to be unsuccessful, such as France’s Andromède sovereign cloud 

project, German De-Mail tool, or the French-German Quaero initiative.  

While these projects failed due to the lack of membership and trust, the current GAIA-X project (also led by 

France and Germany) is facing problems due to contrary reasons: having too much small companies, GAIA-X 

is not being able to define well-framed goals and mandate, and internal fights lead to no consensus. This 

is why the European Alliance on Data, Edge, and Cloud should learn from errors in the past, and governments 

should encourage a mandatory reporting of both successes and challenges on the development of these 

projects through the European Itinerary. A potential IPCEI for cloud computing may be a positive opportunity.  

Convergence or divergence? Europe, Asia and US approaches 

Participants discussed on several layers of convergence -or divergence. First, the European Union greatly 

differs from the US in terms of digital adoption rates and digital performance. Despite the fact that 51% of 

EU firms have implemented at least one digital technology, still only 52% of SMEs in Europe have done so, 

compared to the 75% of large enterprises. Second, differences among EU Member States in digital 

performance and adoption rate are also broad, ranging from 47% to 76%. Additionally, while the EU is 

leading AI research, it lags behind in terms of private investment and the level of AI technologies’ adoption. 
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Discussion revolved around policy options to overcome this issue. Concretely, an idea was proposed, falling 

back on the I-DESI matrix: when there is an increase of the Citizen Use of Internet Indicator by 0.1 point, an 

increase by 0.069 happens in the Integration of Digital Technology. This would make countries with relatively 

low performance jump greater than those Member States who are at a more advanced rate. Other three 

policy areas are seen as critical factors to improve digital adoption: fixed broadband take-up and mobile 

broadband take-up; basic skills in Word processing and coding; and fixed broadband traffic.  

Participants argue that EU’s regulatory frameworks need to be able to embrace these policy proposals to 

make them fully feasible. Concerning regulation, main challenges on the Data Strategy, the AI Act proposed 

in April 2021, and Digital Services Package (DSA and DMA) are the risks of over-regulation for SMEs and 

startups to integrate technologies, and the risks of distorting competition. However, EU’s regulatory 

advancements are important to fight fragmentation and achieve a single digital market. These two sides of 

the regulatory coin need to be considered when previous policy proposals are to be addressed.  

As these policy proposals will take time to be implemented, and still the EU will need to cooperate with 

other regions in the world, participants argue that there is a significant opportunity for collaboration with 

the US in several realms. First, in terms of regulation, despite divergent approaches, there are three levels 

of convergence with the US: some bills proposed by the US Congress resembling some DSA and DMA 

provisions, shared views on increasing risks of fragmentation, and a more active antitrust enforcement.  

Second, in terms of trade issues, the Trade & Technology Council is presented as a platform to encourage 

collaboration in ten areas of common interest, which match the Working Groups recently set up. While 

regulatory issues should be out of discussion at the TTC, main policy agreements should be done for supply 

chains’ joint risk mapping, standards-setting, and permanent platforms for ideas exchange and trust-building.  

 

Some participants argue that the US will also benefit from a stronger Europe, as the EU is an ally. The EU and 

the US share same values, not only in terms of trade and rule of law, but also of democratic values and 

respect for human rights. Given the global technology competition, the EU and the US are complementary 

partners to govern the digital world vis-à-vis authoritarian governments’ growing influence. 

 

A final discussion revolves around whether the European Union technology model is a Third Way, or it will 

need to follow the US or Chinese model. Views differ, but a majority argues that the EU may promote its own 

model. Some participants ask for reducing techno-optimism and caring about SMEs.  

 

Institutional perspectives 

Institutional views agree on three areas of concern. First, the geopolitical perspective matters, not only for 

the technology competition per se (in terms of trade and economy), but also for the maintenance of the 

Welfare State as such -see for example basic social services’ risks upon a cyberattack. Second, supporting 
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national start-ups and SMEs is a top-tier priority. Finally, the digital transition needs to go hand in hand with 

the green transition. 

There are also references to the importance of “by-design” digital sovereignty, as well as the relevance of 

involving citizens, not as a voters-consumers or followers-users, but as active drivers of change and 

democracy. Micro-realities must be considered in the European technology sovereignty.  

 

 


