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~ CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

 

Intro 

 

• Thank you for your introduction Mark [Redmond]. Good 

afternoon ladies and gentlemen. 

 

• I am very happy to be here with you today, of course a 

Kilkennyman is always at his happiest in Croke Park! 
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• I want to thank Mark and his colleagues at AmCham Ireland for 

organising this very timely conference. 

 

• Ireland has always acted as a bridge between Europe and the US, 

and that connection is more important than ever in today’s 

geopolitical context. 

 
• So in this regard let me congratulate you on the publication of the 

2020 US-Ireland Business Report. I am sure this document will 

provide some very useful reflection for today’s conference and for 

the wider transatlantic dialogue going forward. 

 
• I will be sure to spread the word when I am in Washington later 

this month. 

 
• I am three months into my new role as EU Trade Commissioner 

and I am working hard to deliver on President von der Leyen’s 

goal of resetting and refreshing transatlantic relations. 

 
• I have been to Washington twice since the start of the year and as 

I mentioned I will return in just over a week’s time. 
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• I am hopeful that the agenda I am setting out will resonate with 

you and be worthy of your support. The voice of business will be 

crucially important if we are to achieve a new transatlantic 

consensus.  

 
• And I am unapologetic in my belief that a strengthened 

transatlantic consensus is the single most effective way to deal 

with some of the urgent challenges facing the global community. 

 

Resetting the Transatlantic Agenda 

 

• The starting point for this reset was the meeting of President von 

der Leyen and President Trump in January. 

 

• This was a positive meeting, and it generated momentum for both 

sides to examine a possible new understanding on trade issues. 

 
• The work is not easy but I believe there is a sincere commitment 

on both sides, which will hopefully deliver a worthwhile outcome. 
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• I do not wish to overstate the possibilities: there is no low-

hanging fruit here. We are taking slow and small steps – you 

might call them steps towards a “mini-deal”. It is slow, detailed 

work covering a wide range of issues and challenges. 

 

• But there has unquestionably been a shift towards a more 

positive engagement. 

 
• The fact that the US decided not to increase tariffs on the list of 

EU products in the Airbus case is a very welcome sign. 

 
• I think we are in a good place, and the fact remains we have a lot 

of common ground. We have a window of opportunity to make 

further progress in the coming weeks and I hope we can deliver 

on this.  

 
• I have developed a good working relationship with Ambassador 

Lighthizer and Larry Kudlow. USTR Lighthizer’s full name is Robert 

Emmet Lighthizer, so he has a proud Irish heritage and he is very 

aware of Ireland’s unique transatlantic position. 
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• My guiding principle in this work is that EU-US relations are too 

important and too deep to take things backwards rather than 

forwards. 

 
• The facts speak for themselves. You know them I am sure, but 

they are worth repeating: 

 
• Transatlantic trade in goods and services is worth over 3 billion 

dollars per day. 

 
• US companies invest more in the EU than in all other markets 

combined, and Ireland has of course been one of the main 

beneficiaries of this investment. 

 
• What is perhaps less well known is that this investment dynamic 

also applies in the other direction: 60% of foreign investment in 

the US comes from Europe. And there is great scope to do even 

more in this space. 

 
• In this regard, I welcome the very proactive approach of AmCham 

Ireland. Last summer you published a new guide for Irish 

companies wishing to invest in the US. This is both timely and 

appropriate.  
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• The American and Irish business models share many similarities 

when it comes to regulation and tax, and I hope we see this 

investment relationship grow in the coming years. 

 

• Transatlantic supply chains support millions of jobs on both sides 

of the Atlantic: 16 million at last count. 

 

Areas for EU-US Action 

 

• There are so any areas where we should be moving closer 

together rather than drifting further apart: 

 

• We are conducting in-depth negotiations on a conformity 

assessment agreement, for example. This would allow exporters 

to obtain certification for their products in their own country, 

cutting costs and red tape. The EU has tabled a proposal to the US 

and we hope to reach an agreement on this long-standing 

American ask. 

 
• We remain ready to discuss tariffs and options for reducing non-

tariff barriers. 



 

7 
 

• We are also pushing for more transatlantic cooperation in the 

strategically important areas of standardisation and technology, 

including our approaches to artificial intelligence, 5G, and the 

protection of sensitive technology and knowledge through export 

controls and investment screening. 

 

• We especially need to work together to deal with China and the 

crisis at the WTO. 

 
• The recent trilateral agreement on industrial subsidies between 

the EU, US and Japan points the way forward. 

 
 

WTO Reform 

 

• Our long-term vision is for a stable multilateral system reflecting 

today’s global economy: we urgently need to achieve consensus 

around technology and the digital space, the climate crisis, 

security & migration. 
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• Our short-term priority is to build coalitions to spearhead WTO 

reform. That is the key to unlocking the current impasse at global 

level.  

 
• The current rulebook is out of date, and the rules-based 

multilateral system has drifted away from economic and business 

realities. The WTO needs a profound overhaul, not just tweaking 

at the margins. 

 
• In two weeks time I will deliver a keynote address at Georgetown 

University in Washington DC to outline some ideas for how we 

can achieve this overhaul. I am hopeful that this speech will be a 

catalyst for further action and global collaboration. 

 
• We agree with many of the US criticisms of the WTO, now we 

need to find common ground on the solutions. For us, 

multilateral action remains the only way to achieve real and 

lasting results.  

 
• I think it is fair to say that many of the companies in this room 

have benefited from a stable, rules-based global trading 

architecture. 
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• Therefore if you are interested in preserving a worldwide system 

for free and fair trade, I would urge you to make your voices 

heard to support our agenda wherever possible. We need 

businesses to be vocal and active, and many of you are extremely 

well placed to use your influence on both sides of the Atlantic. 

 

• We need a reform agenda and we need it fast, because the global 

system is dysfunctional at present. The rules were designed for a 

different era, and they urgently need to be fixed. But for this to 

happen we require buy-in from all players. 

 
• Under President von der Leyen we have a “more geopolitical 

Commission” representing a more assertive Europe: we want to 

bring people with us to build a system that works for everybody. 

 
• The EU’s economic success is built on openness, which we have a 

strong interest to maintain. However, any sign that our openness 

is being exploited will be dealt with swiftly.    

 
• We will have stronger tools at our disposal to defend our vital 

interests. We will stand up against protectionism where it occurs. 

We will promote fair competition by levelling the playing field 

both internally and externally.  
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• We will stick up for ourselves, but a more assertive approach does 

not mean protectionism. A Europe that protects is not a 

protectionist Europe.  

 

Brexit 

 

• In parallel with this transatlantic agenda, we are of course 

continuing our negotiations with the UK for a Brexit agreement. 

 

• From the EU side we continue to want a negotiated agreement, 

arrived at in good faith. We believe that minimising damage for all 

sides seems like the overwhelmingly sensible thing to do. 

 
• However, it is difficult to take comfort from the rhetoric coming 

from the UK in recent weeks. We hope this is grandstanding 

ahead of everyone rolling up their sleeves and getting down to 

the serious part of the negotiation. There is too much at stake to 

squander these vital 9 or 10 months. 
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• It is an absolute priority for us that the Withdrawal Agreement 

signed last October be implemented in both spirit and letter, 

including the commitment to no hard border on the island of 

Ireland. 

 

• The UK government was quite explicit that it wanted to avoid a 

crash-out Brexit. I quote: “The Government’s ambition is to 

conclude an ambitious, broad, deep and flexible partnership 

across trade and economic cooperation with the EU, with a free 

trade agreement at its core”. 

 
• However, UK Chief Negotiator David Frost’s recent speech seems 

to confirm that the UK will renege on these commitments and is 

pursuing a hard Brexit. This is a real cause for concern. 

 
• I would urge anyone in this room who has influence in the UK to 

make your voices heard, because a no-deal Brexit will bring 

nothing but pain to all sides, most of all in the UK. It will hurt 

businesses, workers and consumers. 

 
• And the UK also needs to face up to the reality that no stable of 

new trade deals will offer as much opportunity or security as 

being a member of the EU, the largest trading block in the world.  
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• We are at the heart of the most comprehensive global network of 

trade deals, comprising over 40 agreements with more than 71 

countries. 

 

• So if the UK wants to be taken seriously when forging other trade 

deals around the world, it has to honour its commitments to us. 

 

Conclusion 

 
 

• In conclusion, ladies and gentlemen, the European Commission 

will continue to vigorously pursue our trade agenda on multiple 

fronts, including an improved transatlantic relationship. 

 

• My top priority as Trade Commissioner is to keep reaching out to 

our friends in Washington, to find areas for closer cooperation 

and to make the most of this window of opportunity. 

 
 

• Ireland and the USA will always have a special understanding and I 

hope everyone in this room can lend your support to our efforts. 
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• I welcome the publication of the 2020 US-Ireland Business Report, 

which will launch across 7 US cities during St Patrick’s Week. And 

my thanks once again to AmCham Ireland for organising this 

event. Go raibh maith agaibh. 
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