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5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The report looks at private, permissioned distributed ledger technology (DLT) or blockchain and explores some of its potential impacts on trade. In particular, it looks at how blockchain could enhance and improve the EU’s approach to global trade – including Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAs), Authorised Economic Operators (AEOs), and trade defence.
Its main areas of concern are the external aspects of customs and trade facilitations, cross-border data flows, small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), interoperability and scalability. In the report’s conclusions, it calls on the Commission to continue with its commitment in blockchain and several other specific requests.
The Commission highly appreciates all the work carried out by the European Parliament in laying the foundations for work surrounding DLT and international trade. The Commission has been working in this area by developing a broad strategy to seize opportunities, address limitations and define policies that will promote the uptake and development of blockchain-based applications in the European Union. The Commission looks forward to addressing a path towards more legal certainty.
6. Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission recognises the potential of blockchain to transform international trade and will continue to follow closely developments in the area of blockchain (paragraph 34). While sector and policy specific initiatives are welcome, it is important to develop a coherent and strategic approach. The Directorate-General for Communications Networks, Content and Technology (DG CNECT) is already developing a strategy to seize the opportunities, address the limitations, and define policies that will promote the uptake and development of blockchain-based applications in the European Union. The Commission believes in an integrated approach and recommends avoiding the fragmentation and duplication of efforts. As such, this report should feed into these existing efforts, instead of developing a separate strategy.
Regarding the development of a set of guiding principles that encourage the use of blockchain and innovation in this area (paragraph 35), the Commission will continue to build on existing work. On 10 April 2018 at the Digital Day in Brussels a Declaration was signed, (now signed by 27 Member States, Norway and Lichtenstein) creating the European Blockchain Partnership (EBP) and committing to cooperate to establish the European Blockchain Services Infrastructure (EBSI), supporting the delivery of cross-border digital public services, with the highest standards and fully compliant with the EU law including those relating to security and privacy, being energy efficient, scalable and interoperable. The EBP has issued three deliverables at the end of 2018:
1. A use case description with a selection of priority use cases which will start to be deployed in 2018 through the Connecting Europe Facility where a blockchain building block is going to be developed.
2. Guiding principles and vision for the architecture of the European Blockchain Services Infrastructure (EBSI).
3. A governance model for the EBSI.
The priority use cases will start being deployed at the end of 2019 through the Connecting Europe Facility.
The Commission acknowledges the importance of simplifying and enhancing the flow of information related to trade facilitation (paragraph 36) and recognises the potential role that blockchain could have to play in this area. Better border procedures and faster, smoother trade flows would revitalise global trade to the benefit of citizens and businesses in all parts of the world, and the Commission will monitor and take note of any technological developments that could contribute to these ends. In cooperation with national customs administration and other Commission services, DG TAXUD has already started to look into the potential application of blockchain solutions for a number of trade-related aspects (excise duties, customs logistics, and traceability). The Directorate-general for Taxation and Customs Union (DG TAXUD) proposed a use case (System of Exchange of Excise Data – SEED) which has been prioritised by the EBP. Several other trade-related areas could eventually benefit from blockchain applications.
In relation to the requests that the Commission set up new advisory groups and carry out new analyses (paragraphs 37, 38, 39 and 41) – the Commission is reluctant to set up a new advisory group with a proliferation of such groups and projects in this area. For example, the Commission is working closely with the Member States, through the European Blockchain Partnership and a broad set of stakeholders through the EU Blockchain Observatory and Forum. The Observatory and Forum is supporting the ecosystems in organising online community building, workshops and blockchain-focused events across Europe, as well as peer-reviewed expert reports on specific themes. It is through this existing structure that efforts at sector-specific projects should be launched – the same goes for any other sector base assessment or analysis (paragraph 46). The Observatory and Forum is liaising with the relevant stakeholders on an ongoing basis – an activity it hopes to continue and expand upon (paragraphs 44 and 45). Over 1500 stakeholders have joined the EU Blockchain Observatory and Forum working groups and forum. Interoperability between blockchain systems is a major focus in these discussions, but also scalability, sustainability, how to set up an eIDAS compliant Blockchain implementation, and what the legal obstacles for Blockchain systems deployment are.
Furthermore, the Commission has supported private stakeholders (business and not for profit organisations) to launch an International Association of Trusted Blockchain Applications (INATBA). The association, a not for profit association under Belgian law was set up on 6 March 2019. The INATBA has plans to set up sectoral committees, which are going to address interoperability issues, adopt and potentially develop interoperability guidelines and specifications.
On the call that the Commission assess the optimality of blockchain architecture that keeps private data off the chain (paragraph 40), the Commission recognises the need to ensure adequate data privacy. It is for this reason there has been a report from the European Blockchain Observatory (EBO) that specifically deals with blockchain and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). They found that there were no fundamental issues that made blockchain non-compliant with GDPR. As we move forward, data privacy should be among the foremost priorities of those working with blockchain. In the deliverable 2, Guiding principles and vision for the architecture of the European Blockchain Services Infrastructure, which the EBP is in the process of validating, compliance to EU laws when implementing blockchain is the first proposed guiding principles, illustrating the importance it has for the European blockchain ecosystem.
In regards to its active role in the process of international standardisation and security of blockchain – working with industries and collaborating with international organisations to do so (paragraphs 42 and 43) – the Commission agrees and will endeavour to continue to operate in this way. It has established a liaison with ISO Technical Committee 307 and actively contributes to the different working groups which include one on Security, Identity and Privacy. It collaborates with CEN, which has set up a technical committee on blockchain to develop EU standards for EU law compliant reference implementations. The Commission has also organised, in the frame of the security week, a workshop on blockchain with ETSI in June 2018, and established a liaison with the newly established Industry Specifications Group on permissioned distributed ledgers.
The Commission acknowledges its potential to become a leading actor in the field of blockchain and international trade, and looks forward to cooperating with a wide range of partners – both in the public and private sector, at an international and national level – to ensure this is the case (paragraph 47).

