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Europe appears to be  
doing well in B2B. ”
Saar Dierckens 

Webinar - 29 April 2021*

What’s Holding Back the EU  
& the UK from Creating Platforms?

#3

William E. Kovacic 

William E. Kovacic pointed out that it is a 
widespread belief that the EU and the UK 
are beset by a lack of economic vitality. In 
part, this would be visible in the inability 
to generate large numbers of successful 
global services platforms. It is predicted 

that Europe and the United Kingdom will 
drift farther and farther behind, not simply 
from the United States, but increasingly 
from China as well. But it is interesting to 
wonder: is the situation that bad? If it is, 
what to do about it? 

Saar Dierckens 

Saar Dierckens provided some insights 
based on her in-house experience at Siemens. 
She believes a significant increase in the 
number of platforms and ecosystem 
collaborations in the business-to-business 
(B2B) field can be observed. Admittedly, 

none of them has a similar scope to leading 
players, but still, Europe appears to be doing 
well in B2B. As Siemens has been ranked 
the eleventh most innovative company 
worldwide by a Boston Consulting Group 
study, it seems that European companies 
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are still capable to perform. The picture is not as 
good on the business-to-consumer (B2C) level. 
Booking.com and Spotify do not constitute a 
matching equivalent to American actors. On cloud 
infrastructure too, Europe remains extremely 
dependent on the United States and China. This 
state of play may be the result, at least in part, of 
EU competition rules. For example, in the frame of 
the Gala-X project on European cloud infrastructure, 
these rules impose a very open and transparent 
process in which all stakeholders can participate 
based on objective criteria. Such requirements 
make for a slower process, because of the need 
for coordination. And public funding for this project 
does not compare with what Amazon is willing to 
invest in its own infrastructure. Regarding state aids 
rules, one should also remember that they help to 
create easier access to public funding. Covid-19 
has brought a challenge for startups with its new 
state aid rules: many of them discovered they were 
not eligible for subsidies because they were working 
at a loss before the crisis. On the other hand, 
countries such as China keep on investing significant 
amounts of money in Alibaba and Tencent, in their 
national players.

Is there a major difference between both sides of 
the Atlantic in terms of a mindset that could explain 

the “digital gap”? Siemens’ venture capital depart-
ment reviews many projects involving startups from 
all countries, and it is true, to some extent at least, 
that a majority of highly innovative startups seem 
to come from the US. This might be the sign of 
cultural differences that make Americans more 
inclined towards innovative risk-taking. On the 
regulatory burden, many companies indeed turn 
nervous when faced with its dimension. There is 
indeed a balance to be reached between regulators 
who want notions that will provide appropriate 
flexibility and the industry who wants to maximise 
certainty. Sound regulation however will necessarily 
be the fruit of convergence and cannot occur in a 
context where a different set of rules emerge in the 
different Member States. Germany, for instance, 
has recently put into force a new Competition Act 
which grants the Bundeskartellamt very far-reaching 
powers to intervene when dealing with the behaviour 
of what is called “companies with paramount 
significance for competition on the market”. The 
exact perimeter of “paramount significance” remains 
unclear – is it assessed based on quantitative criteria 
in the way of the DMA? Is it qualitative? Uncertainty 
is a serious threat to emerging businesses, and 
these will certainly not be able to adjust their business 
models each time they plan to offer their services 
in a new Member State. 

Sophia Real 

Sophia Real pointed out that there is an encoura-
ging trend in terms of platforms creation in Europe. 
Germany, the UK, and the Netherlands have been 
birthplaces to some major players. Furthermore, 
European tech companies have quadrupled in 
value over the last five years and have been leading 
the charge in terms of job creation. This occurred 
in the very specific context of the EU that brings 
together twenty-seven different Member States 
with different cultures and habits, twenty different 
official languages, and a multitude of layers of 
different rules and regu-lations on business. One 
needs to be realistic about the challenges that 
come with such an environment; easing the 
regulatory burden or creating mechanisms that 
would facilitate transborder businesses could help 

companies navigate it. This burden can already 
seem heavy for large and sophisticated companies, 
but it may prove to be even heavier for small and 
new actors. 

Access and repartition of skilled workers is also a 
challenge Europe will have to tackle. Are they 
encouraged and trained to innovate and launch 
projects in the right way? Bureaucracy is another 
issue. Lighting the regulatory burden will need us 
to take creative steps, keeping in mind that rules 
will always remain somewhat blurry as lawmakers 
cannot predict all future situations to which these 
rules will apply. Informed dialogue between 
regulators and industries will however help keep 
them workable. 

Sara Ashall 

Sara Ashall wished to reflect on the conditions 
that allowed Silicon Valley and its ecosystem to 
thrive in California instead of somewhere else. 
According to her, the first is access to funds, the 
second is the number and density of major 

universities and research institutes, and the third 
is the American mindset of entrepreneurship. All 
of those created a self-reinforcing cycle of 
innovations. As to antitrust regimes, and even 
though the US may have a more laissez-faire 

There is an encouraging 
trend in terms of platforms 
creation in Europe.”
Sophia Real 
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approach, it is difficult to see what role either 
underenforcement or overenforcement of the 
abuse of dominance or the cartel rules could have 
made a difference in the initial start-up of innova-
tion. Merger control impact is not crystal clear 
either. It is doubtful that State-aid rules in themselves 
have been hindering innovation in Europe. 

In any case, building a completely well-functioning 
ecosystem of innovation and startups and 
ramp-ups for those companies takes time. For 
instance, employees that have been trained 
several years within a major platform disseminate 
their knowledge when they leave and go on to 
found new projects, generating exponential 

growth for the ecosystem. Going up this learning 
curve will take some years in Europe – the very 
first US innovation centres (NASA and DARPA) 
were established in the 1950s, providing a vision 
of how long the process is. It is also interesting 
to reflect on past experiences such as the Human 
Genome Project. It has taught us the importance 
of diversity and international cooperation. In this 
project, twenty different research institutes were 
involved from eight different countries. Both 
diversity and international cooperation require 
us to refrain from building more and higher walls. 
Full collaboration between public and private 
sector has also proved to be the shortest road 
to optimal outcomes. 

Kirsten Edwards-Warren 

Kirsten Edwards-Warren followed up, explaining that 
there are four widely cited reasons why European 
platforms do not reach the same scale as American 
ones. First is the ability to raise capital. Second is 
regulatory differences, third is cultural and language 
differences that prevent European firms from building 
network effects as quickly as their American counter-
parts which operate in a monolingual environment. 
Fourth is access to skilled workers. There is some 
evidence that these barriers do exist, and would limit 
a European firm’s ability to scale up as quickly as a 
firm in the U.S. This has implications when network 
effects and first-mover advantage are important when 
competing in a global market. Not convinced the 
regulatory difference is the most problematic of these 
four barriers, but we should be mindful when changing 
the regulatory framework as impacts are hard to predict

There is a bigger picture question we should 
be asking ourselves: is  the United States having 
a comparative advantage in tech a market failure 
that needs addressing? In terms of creative 
ideas for helping tech platforms expand in 
Europe: in a recent survey, 700 stakeholders in 
the tech industry (venture capitalists, founders, 
angel investors, employees at tech startups) 
declared that they felt policymakers did not 
listen to them. They also felt better communi-
cation and access to funding are needed. There 
is also evidence that the founders of over half 
of EU tech startups originated in just five EU 
tech incumbents, suggesting that hands-on 
experience is important. Therefore, we could 
be thinking about opening work experience 
opportunities for developers. 

Pierre Régibeau 

Pierre Régibeau agreed that Europe is behind 
on very big B2C and B2B platforms. However, 
generalist B2B platforms value is not created in 
the US either, it is created in India and China 
mostly. The EU on the other hand has reached 
some successes in specialised B2B platforms 
as well as in some more localised C to C platforms. 
The second question would be: should Europeans 
care that major players in the digital economy 
are not European themselves? These firms do 
not make a major difference in terms of employ-
ment, and even so, an increasing part of their 
workforce is located abroad. What is more 
important is the factors that have created this 
state of play. The remaining disparities within the 
internal market, some aspects of education and 
risk-taking culture account for some of it. Does 

this mean that Europe has failed somehow? Do 
the US benefit from a natural competitive advantage 
in the platform economy? In most cases, 
businesses (including in the digital sector) start 
at home and go abroad if they succeed in their 
domestic market. Succeeding in a homogenous 
market such as Chinese or American ones is 
easier. As digitalisation facilitates transborder 
trades, this initial advantage translates rapidly to 
other markets especially when network effects 
are significant. But everything is not so grim: in 
Green technology, biotech, AI and nanotechno-
logies, EU-based industries have managed 
substantial achievements. Complaining that none 
of the GAFAM is European does not help but 
focus on making the most of our competitive 
advantages does. This does not mean that we 

It is doubtful that State-aid 
rules in themselves have  

been hindering innovation  
in Europe.”

Sara Ashall 

Is the United States 
having a comparative 

advantage in tech a 
market failure that needs 

addressing? ”
Kirsten Edwards-Warren 

Generalist B2B 
platforms value is not 

created in the US either, 
it is created in India and 

China mostly.”
Pierre Régibeau 
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should refrain from using regulation to 
prevent that major players use their 
favourable positions to gain an unfair 
edge. This is where policy pressure should 
apply.

One should also remain careful and balanced 
about public funding: it must be awarded 
following an analysis made of reasoning, 
measurement, and regulation. Otherwise, this 
would make for a waste of taxpayers’ money. 

Questions & Answers 

Following a question from the floor, 
Mr. Régibeau said he believes it is a mistake 
to think of the DMA as being a tool of 
protectionism against US-based platforms. 
It is true that some of its sections may 
seem vague and using it will require caution 
if one wants to avoid punishing successful 
companies. For instance, there are circums-
tances where the sharing of data can be 
procompetitive, but under-compensated 
sharing of data can also harm the incentive 
to gather and use it. Enforcers will have to 
stay vigilant, but this does not mean that 
the DMA is made to discriminate against 
foreign companies. Saar Dierckens agreed 
that the DMA does not incriminate scale 
per se. A platform functions from certain 
indirect network effects and direct network 

effects which must be considered by 
regulation.

On the US antitrust debate, Mr. Kovacic 
reminded the audience that the argument 
has been made with some vehemence that 
the past forty years of U.S. competition law 
have been a failure. Critics reflected on the 
1960s and said that the good framework 
that used to be in place has been forfeited 
by lawmakers. The fact that the U.S. enfor-
cement agencies do not have a full slate of 
leadership reflects how powerful the debate 
is between those who want a transformation 
of the U.S. system and the more traditional 
observers who have had an association either 
with the Obama enforcement agencies or 
with the defence bar. 

The fact that the U.S. enforcement 
agencies do not have a full slate of 
leadership reflects how powerful 
the debate is between those who 
want a transformation of the U.S. 
system and the more traditional 
observers.”
William E. Kovacic


