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What is AI?
Artificial Intelligence (AI) refers to the capability of a machine to 
imitate human intelligence.1 AI-based systems display intelligent 
behaviour by analysing their environment and taking action, with 
some degree of autonomy, to achieve specific goals.2

Why does it matter?
Although AI-based systems are not new, recent technological 
developments have been such that they have ushered in the 
so-called 4th industrial revolution. In the labour market, AI 
technologies will alleviate the need for humans to carry out many 
repetitive, strenuous and dangerous tasks. Agriculture has seen 
drones monitoring soil health and autonomous robots harvesting 
crops. In healthcare, AI is enabling the better detection of diseases 
and the creation of new assistive care options for the elderly.  
With regard to energy efficiency, smart thermostats save households 
money by adapting to environmental temperature. Self-driving 
cars and sensor-based traffic lanes for freight operations, enabled 
by AI, are set to transform transport within this decade. 

What is the EU’s approach to AI?

The EU is developing a strategy for AI in tandem with the 
Member States. In April 2018, the European Commission 
published a Communication, Artificial Intelligence for Europe, 
which sets out an EU wide AI initiative based on three pillars. 
This was produced at the request of Member States meeting in 
the European Council. 

1. The first pillar is based on increasing public and 
private investments in AI to develop its application 
in a wide range of sectors. In order to do so, the 
EU must invest more than €20 billion per year 
from 2020, which would constitute a marked 
increase given that €4 to 5 billion was invested 
in research and development in AI in 2017.  
The European Commission has already increased 
its annual investment in AI by 70% under the 
research and innovation programme, Horizon 
2020. 

2. The second pillar is predicated on ensuring that 
the labour force is adequately equipped with 
the required skill set to meet the needs of the 
increasingly AI-driven jobs market. It stresses 
the need for the development of these skills 
and competences through EU and national 
action plans to ensure that necessary upskilling 
and retraining programmes are inclusive and  
widely accessible.

3. The third pillar is founded on ensuring an 
appropriate ethical and legal framework. It is 
predicated on the principle that the advantages of 
AI should be counterbalanced by the protection 
of human rights, privacy, dignity, consumer 
protection and non-discrimination. 

Key Takeaways
• The EU has identified AI as a priority for the next EU 

Strategic Agenda from 2019 to 2024 and is developing 
an AI strategy in tandem with Member States. 

• However, China and the US remain the global leaders. 
• The EU’s AI strategy is based on three pillars:

1. Boosting the EU’s technological capacity,
2. Preparing for the socio-economic changes 

associated with AI,
3. Ensuring an adequate legal and regulatory 

framework for AI. 
• So far, twelve EU Member States have developed 

national AI strategies.
• The EU has the potential to become a leader in AI by 

harnessing its value and ethics based approach to new 
technologies and becoming a global standard setter.  
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How has this approach been 
implemented?

In December 2018, the European Commission presented a 
coordinated plan which was prepared with EU Member States, 
Switzerland and Norway. The plan outlines a series of measures 
aimed at increasing investment in AI technologies, enabling access 
to more data, developing skills and ensuring trust in AI. It also 
sets out a strategic framework for the development of national AI 
strategies by mid-2019.

In April 2019, the High-Level Expert Group on AI (AI HLEG) 
published finalised Ethics Guidelines for trustworthy AI.  
In parallel, the European Commission has set out 7 key criteria for 
trustworthy AI, and has launched a pilot phase, inviting industry, 
research institutes and public authorities to test this criteria to 
ensure that the Ethics Guidelines can be implemented in practice. 
This pilot phase will run from June to December 2019. 

In the EU’s draft Strategic Agenda for 2019–2024, circulated 
by President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, on 7 June 
2019, an explicit reference is made to the need to collaborate 
in developing human-centric AI in Europe, in the context of 
ensuring European competitiveness.

The AI HLEG is also due to release draft policy and investment 
recommendations in June 2019.

Are EU Member States launching 
national strategies?

So far, 12 EU Member States have developed national AI-
specific strategies, (Finland, France, the UK, Sweden, Germany, 
Portugal, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Estonia). A number of other EU countries 

are working towards developing national AI strategies. 
The same themes form the core of these strategies, namely 
the need for: 1) education and training to ensure that the 
future labour force is equipped with the skills required to 
meet the demands of the jobs market; 2) public and private sector 
collaboration in research and development; 3) safe and secure 
data transfers. 

Does Ireland have an AI strategy?

Ireland is developing a national AI strategy and has signed the 
Declaration of Cooperation on AI in April 2018. A national AI 
strategy will be important for Ireland, especially in addressing the 
skills gap in the context of Ireland’s substantial digital industry 
and fintech sector. The University of Limerick launched a Masters 
Programme in AI in September 2018, making Ireland the first 
country to develop an industry-driven nationwide MSc in 
Artificial Intelligence. 

Is the EU a global leader in AI?

The EU currently lags behind the US and China, which are 
considered the world leaders in AI in terms of investment and 
development of AI technologies and skills. 

The EU’s strong culture of collaboration in research holds 
significant potential for the EU to develop a profile as a world 
leader in AI. However, it is the EU’s robust legal and regulatory 
framework, which underpins the ongoing efforts to complete the 
Digital Single Market, and its values and ethics-based approach 
to new technologies, which afford the EU the opportunity to 
become a global legal and safety standards setter in the AI sphere.

If you have a topic you would like us to address in this 
series please email FutureofEurope@iiea.com

So far, 12 EU Member States have 
developed national AI-specific 

strategies: Finland, France, the UK, 
Sweden, Germany, Portugal, Belgium, 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Lithuania, 

Luxembourg, Estonia. 

Endnotes
1. Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 
2. Definition of the High Level Expert Group on Artificial 

Intelligence (AI HLEG). Available here


