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COVID-19 update 39 – 15-19/08/2020
A compilation of press releases/articles on policies and best practices from various EU and national information sources, and information provided by our members
1. EU measures
The EU’s €100 billion furlough scheme SURE has received loan requests totalling €91 billion so far. The largest shares of claims come from Italy (€28 billion) and Spain (€20 billion). Other claimants are Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. (Source: POLITICO)

In its latest deal on a potential COVID-19 vaccine, the European Commission has agreed to purchase 300 million doses of AstraZeneca's potential product, marking the first advance purchase of a coronavirus related vaccine. The Commission has not disclosed the terms of the deal with the UK drug manufacturer. (Sources: DeHavilland, euobserver)
The number of employed people in the European Union fell by 2,6% in April and June (2,8% in the euro zone), she sharpest drop since Eurostat records began in 1995. (Source: POLITICO)
Under the State Aid Temporary Framework, the Commission has most recently approved:

· a €4,4 million Bulgarian support measure to Burgas and Varna airports in the context of the coronavirus outbreak;
· an Irish loan guarantee scheme mobilising €2 billion support for companies affected by the coronavirus outbreak;
· a €100 million Slovenian scheme to support companies affected by the coronavirus outbreak, as well as research, development and production of coronavirus-relevant product.
In addition, the Commission has approved financial support for businesses and the health sector in France, by making available €22 million from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) to combat the effects of the coronavirus epidemic.
Members of the European Parliament are demanding a say over how the money from the EU’s €724 billion recovery fund will be spent, challenging the compromise reached by the European Council after five days of negotiations on 21 July. Parliament demands a “leaner” governance of the fund, and an expanded investment scope that includes social spending and support for youth. Critics argue that renegotiations and parliamentary checks would delay much needed aid for struggling countries and businesses. (Source: POLITICO Pro)
2. NATIONAL MEASURES
The situation for travellers crossing the EU’s internal borders is changing by the day. Stay up to date by consulting the EU’s reopen.eu web portal for regular updates on national restrictions.

Nineteen European countries have now entered the alarm stage of coronavirus infections, by recording a cumulative 14-day infection rate higher than 20 per 100.000 inhabitants. Political intelligence firm DeHavilland has published a comprehensive overview of the public health situation in every EU Member State, linked with economic data and political contexts. (Sources: Guardian, DeHavilland)
BELGIUM
The number of new infections in Belgium seems to have stabilized and now stands at 588 new cases per week, slightly lower than the 600 the week before. However, the capital city is fast becoming the new epicentre of the pandemic in the country. Infection rates in Brussels are growing and fluctuating wildly, with an increase in new cases of 42% in a single day on 16 August. A recently introduced city-wide obligation to wear face coverings has yet to show an effect. (Source: POLITICO)
Belgian supermarkets have kept their prices more elevated after the lockdown, for both private labels and major brands. Some retailers raised their prices by as much as 5%, whereas other kept their prices rather stable, according to a study by consumer organisation Test-Aankoop/Test-Achats which examined a product basket of 267 products. The organization is criticizing the price hike at a time when the COVID-19 crisis is negatively affecting the purchasing power of most households. (Source: Retail Detail)
CZECH REPUBLIC

The Czech government announced that face masks will be compulsory again from 1st September on public transport and in many indoor public venues because of a resurgence of infections. The country was among Europe’s first to order people to wear masks in public places in March, but lifted the requirement when the number of infections later fell. (Source: Guardian)
FRANCE

The cities of Paris and Marseille have been declared “zones of active virus circulation” by the central government, meaning that local authorities may now impose additional restrictions, including local shutdowns and prohibiting long-distance travels. So far, no additional measures were announced. (Source: POLITICO)
France recorded 3.000 new cases of COVID-19 in 24 hours on 16 August, the highest count since May. The number of patients in intensive care, however, remains stable and only one death was reported. (Sources: DeHavilland, Le Figaro)
On 18 August, the French government made masks mandatory in all workplaces. Labour Minister Borne stressed that the government continues to recommend working from home by default. Where this is not possible, the new obligation should be enforced within the coming two weeks. Since the masks are considered professional protective equipment, the will have to be provided by employers. (Sources: POLITICO Pro, LSA conso)
Angers Shopping, the local web portal of retailers in the Western French city of Angers (we reported in COVID-19 Update no. 7), has turned out to be a success. Launched in the early days of the pandemic, the marketplace created by Paris-based start-up Wishibam has become something of a local Amazon. Because of the moderate size of the city, local retailers are able to deliver goods by electric bicycle within a maximum of 72 hours, often less. Although sales figures have not recovered to pre-pandemic levels yet, retailers are confident that the concept will prevail in the longer term. (Source: Wired)
GERMANY

Germany’s Federal Cartel Office (Bundeskartellamt) is investigating Amazon practices during coronavirus pandemic. Retailers had complained that they were wrongly blocked by Amazon, because of alleged “excessive pricing”. “We are currently investigating whether and how Amazon influences the pricing of merchants on the marketplace”, the agency’s president Andreas Mundt is quoted as saying, “Amazon must not be a price controller. This also applies now”. (Sources: e-tailment, WirtschaftsWoche)
In an interview with LZ, Boris Planer, General Manager Germany at Edge (formerly known as Planet Retail) laid out his vision for the time after COVID-19. If and when consumption will pick up again after a period of uncertainty, consumers will increasingly look for sensible and ethical products, and not necessarily buy more. The supermarket of the future will be modular and highly adaptable, allowing contactless and secure shopping. At the same time, consumers will seek conviviality, and given the desolate situation of the hospitality sector, retail trade has an opportunity to fill the gap while generating additional footfall in the process. (Source: Lebensmittel Zeitung)
The chief representative tasked with the restructuring of bankrupt warehouse chain Galeria Karstadt Kaufhof is planning to demand compensation from public authorities for the lockdown measures that decisively worsened the company’s prospects. The amount in question is reportedly in the low three-digit million euro range. (Source: Manager Magazin)
Germany is set to extend its Kurzarbeit furlough scheme to 24 months. Finance Minister Olaf Scholz made a proposal to that end on 16 August, citing the ongoing pandemic. The scheme is currently limited to 12 months. A final decision on the extension, which is estimated to cost €10bn, is expected for 25 August. (Source: Guardian)
IRELAND

Ireland launched a new scheme granting €1.000 to taxi drivers, plumbers, and other self-employed workers, to get “businesses back up and running”. The money will be given on a one-off basis and is intended for those who have been severely impacted by the pandemic. (Source: POLITICO)
Ireland’s government has reintroduced certain COVID-19 restrictions, such as a 15-person outdoor gathering limit. Health Minister Stephen Donnelly noted that “[Ireland’s] 14-day cumulative cases per hundred thousand population, a key measure looked at by NPHET, is now 26 – that’s come up from four”. (Sources: DeHavilland, Irish News)

ITALY

The Italian government has introduced retroactive merger control for selected deals during the coronavirus crisis instead of the prior clearance which is normally required for mergers. Under the provision, businesses that registered losses in the past three years and risk going bankrupt “also” because of the pandemic, are automatically cleared for mergers. The measure only applies to labour-intensive sectors and is scheduled to run out on 31 December 2020. (Source: POLITICO Pro)
Italy, too, has seen a recent spike in cases. The government has now moved to re-shut night clubs and make masks compulsory at night in crowded areas, such as bar streets. (Source: DeHavilland)
SPAIN

Spain has banned outdoor smoking in crowded areas and re-shut its nightclubs after a continued rise in new cases. Health Minister Salvador Ilia announced the measures as part of a package agreed with the authorities in the regions and stressed that regions are free to take stricter measures if they consider them necessary. (Source: POLITICO)
UNITED KINGDOM

According to new data released by the Office of National Statistics, the UK economy is now officially in recession after a downturns of 2,2% and 20,4% in Q1 and Q2 of this year, respectively. This is the most severe economic contraction on record. (Source: IGD)
With lockdown measures lifted, 94% businesses in the UK are back in operation. However, not all businesses are currently covering their costs, which raises some concern over their durability. 16% of all businesses surveyed stated that costs exceeded turnover. Within accommodation and foodservice, that figure was 29%. (Source: IGD)
According to an early August survey, 91% of UK shoppers say they have been complying with mask requirements while shopping in the past week. The survey also shows that 87% of respondents support the obligation in stores and 86% support “local lockdowns”. (Source: IGD)
300 workers in a Greencore sandwich factory have been tested positive for the coronavirus. The operator will now proactively test the entire workforce of the plant. Those affected now have to go into self-isolation. (Source: Lebensmittel Zeitung)
SPAR UK is continuing its commitment to multiple charities to ensure local communities have access to food and essentials and the ability to shop in a safe environment. Over 7.000 employees have been trained to make shopping easier for those with Dementia. In cooperation with the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB), SPAR UK has circulated best practice guidelines on how to support anyone who is blind or partially sighted in all its 2.600 stores. (Source: SPAR International)
