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COVID-19 update 58 – 15-27/01/2021 

 

A compilation of press releases/articles on policies and best practices from various EU 
and national information sources, and information provided by our members 

 Please note that this update is published on a 2-week basis. 

 

A new study by Accenture suggests that businesses may never go back to traditional ways of 
working once COVID-19 subsides. According to Accenture, employers will take the 
opportunity presented by COVID-19 to reevaluate the fundamental purpose of work, where 
work gets done; and how work gets done. Accenture’s COVID-19 Consumer Research, carried 

out between 26 November and 10 December, tracked the changing attitudes and habits of 
consumers worldwide during the COVID-19 outbreak. At the end of March 2020, just under 
half of those (49%) that had never worked from home said that they planned to do so in the 
future, a figure that rose to 58% in July and now stands at 65%, according to Accenture. 
Elsewhere, lifestyles are also changing to reflect new routines, with two thirds stating that 
their normal working hours have changed, and 65% noting that they have ‘greater flexibility’ 
in their daily routines. 

Last week, Unilever said that it expects its office workers will never return to working in the 
office five days a week. Unilever's New Zealand offices are already trialling a four-day 
workweek. Tesco is anticipating effects of changing working habits, CEO Ken Murphy 

commented: “The city centre stores have been impacted. In some city centres, there's quite a 
decent residential population, and they see our convenience stores as a lifeline, and continue to 
shop in them, but there's definitely a drop in trade in relative terms. Whereas, in our 
neighbourhood stores, we're seeing strong growth. As more and more people work from home – 
and we believe that working from home will be institutionalised in our society, not on a five-day 
week, but certainly on a two- to three-day week – we believe that this trend will somewhat 
persist. So we're looking all the time at how we adapt our offer to that.” (Source: ESM) 

 

1. EU MEASURES 

Under the State Aid Temporary Framework, the Commission has recently approved: 

 a €79 million Bulgarian scheme to support micro, small, and medium enterprises 
affected by the coronavirus outbreak; 

 the prolongation of an existing Danish scheme to compensate companies whose 
activities are still subject to restrictive measures implemented by the Danish 
Government to limit the spread of the coronavirus; 

 a €4 million Danish tax deferral scheme to support SMEs affected by the coronavirus 
outbreak; 

 a French scheme of €200 million to support companies affected by the corona crisis; 
 a €12 billion German umbrella scheme to compensate companies for damages 

suffered due to the coronavirus outbreak; 

 a €1,9 billion Polish scheme to support companies affected by the coronavirus 
outbreak; 

 the modification of a Portuguese scheme and a new measure to support companies 
affected by the coronavirus outbreak;  

https://www.esmmagazine.com/a-brands/unilever-embrace-hybrid-working-119723?auth=login
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_496
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_21_169
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_21_181
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_21_227
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_21_227
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_185
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_152
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_21_181
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 two Slovenian schemes to support companies affected by the coronavirus outbreak. 

 

Importantly, the European Commission proposed to extend the exceptional state aid 
regime introduced during the coronavirus pandemic until 31st December 2021 and to 
increase the maximum amount of authorized support in certain sectors. Brussels also 
proposed to allow EU countries to convert so-called repayable instruments such as loans 
into direct grants. The measure “aims to provide incentives for Member States to choose, in the 
first place, repayable instruments as a form of aid”, the Commission said. The proposal has 
been sent to EU capitals for consultation. (Source: POLITICO) 

The European Parliament has adopted the regulation that outlines how the Technical Support 
Instrument (TSI), intended to help EU countries prepare the recovery plans needed to 

access funding from the Recovery and Resilience Facility, will support economic recovery 
after and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic by promoting economic, social and territorial 
cohesion as well as digital and green transitions including biodiversity and implementation of 
climate targets. The TSI will assist national authorities in preparing, amending, implementing 
and revising their national plans. The TSI will have a budget of €864 million over the period 
2021-2027 (in current prices).  

Once the EU Council has also formally approved the regulation, it will enter into force one day 
after its publication in the Official Journal of the EU. There is going to be a transitional period 
for actions initiated before 31st December 2020, which will be governed by the Structural 
Reform Support Programme (2017-2020) until their completion. (Source: EU press release) 

 

 

2. NATIONAL MEASURES 

For information on the current provisions regarding the crossing of Single Market 
borders, please consult the Commission’s Re-open EU web portal.  

 

AUSTRIA 

The EIB Group and the Bank für Tirol and Vorarlberg AG (BTV) have joined forces to provide 

additional lending to SMEs and mid-caps in Austria and Germany in response to COVID-19. 

Austria is among the first European countries to make FFP2 masks mandatory for those 
over 14 on public transport, shops and businesses, pharmacies as well as hospitals or 
medical practices. The measure also applies to supermarkets and to service providers 
such as garage owners, health professionals, as well as to teachers, warehouse workers and 
people in the public service, unless a minimum distance of two metres can be ensured. 
Though often sold for more than 5 euros each just a few weeks ago, the masks, which block 94 
percent of aerosols, can now be found at all grocery stores for 59 cents each. Elderly residents 
and low-income households received packs of free FFP2 masks last week. Pregnant women 
and people with medical conditions that make it harder for them to breathe are exempt. 

(Source: France24) 

 

BULGARIA 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_21_123
https://politico.us8.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e26c1a1c392386a968d02fdbc&id=9a51b6ebec&e=1934ff0e21
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32017R0825
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32017R0825
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210114IPR95625/meps-adopt-technical-support-instrument-to-speed-up-post-covid-19-recovery
https://reopen.europa.eu/en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_154
https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20210125-austria-makes-ffp2-masks-mandatory-in-shops-public-transport
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The epidemic declaration in the country has been extended to 30 April but has been 

complemented with a schedule for the return to in-person classes for school pupils, the 
opening of cinemas and gyms and the participation in creative, dance and music classes.  

From 1st February, shopping malls and shopping centres may re-open in full, while 
under-18s may visit them only if accompanied by a parent, guardian or other adult. 
Restaurants in places of accommodation are allowed to serve registered guests. Other 
restaurants and bars may open from 1st March but may not use more than 50 percent of their 
capacity, there must be a distance of 1,5 metres between the backs of chairs on two adjacent 
tables and staff must wear protective masks. Only discos, night clubs, piano bars, dance bars 
and night bars will remain closed. The country has also issued new rules for wearing masks 
and for people travelling to and from Bulgaria. (Source: Sofia Globe) 

 

FRANCE 

France has issued a decree banning certain homemade masks from being worn in public, 
saying they do not offer sufficient protection from the newer, more contagious COVID-19 
variants. Only three types of masks will be recommended: surgical, the FFP2 and fabric masks 
made to category 1 standards. The recommendation has been criticised by the French 
Academy of Medicine that says there is a lack of scientific proof that homemade masks do not 
offer sufficient protection if worn properly. The French authorities have admitted the new 
decree will be difficult to enforce as the police are unlikely to ask people about the protection 
level of their mask. (Source: The Guardian) 

Shopmium conducted a study to understand the impact of COVID-19 on French 
consumption. Among the major trends: according to their statements, more French people 
are cooking, for a healthier diet, but also pastry. They better anticipate their courses and their 
meals by looking more often for recipes, often on social networks. At the same time, they look 
more often at what they have in their cupboards and fridge before going shopping. 

If the health crisis has boosted online shopping for drive and delivery, consumers are likely to 
find their way back to stores after the crisis. The real change lies in the relationship with small 
retailers. Among consumers who frequent independent businesses (butcher, wine merchant, 
small grocery store, etc.), 31% plan to shop there more often. 

That said, when choosing a store, price remains the main criterion of choice, promotions are 

considered particularly interesting. Also important are the location of the store and the 
quality of the products offered. (Source: LSA) 

 

GERMANY  

The EIB Group and the Bank für Tirol and Vorarlberg AG (BTV) have joined forces to provide 
additional lending to SMEs and mid-caps in Austria and Germany in response to COVID-19. 

The corona pandemic has slowed the development of consumer prices. The inflation rate 
averaged only 0,5 percent last year. The last time there was a lower rate (+0,3%) was the 
global financial and economic crisis of 2009. The sharp fall in energy prices and the temporary 

VAT cut sorted the largest effect on consumer prices last year. (Source: Lebensmittel Zeitung) 

Labor Minister Hubertus Heil (SPD) is planning to legislate home office requirements. The 
draft regulation, which also provides for stricter rules at the workplace itself, requires that a 

https://sofiaglobe.com/2021/01/26/covid-19-in-bulgaria-health-minister-announces-new-rules-on-schools-restaurants-arrivals/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/25/france-bans-homemade-covid-masks-public
https://www.lsa-conso.fr/coronavirus-les-nouvelles-intentions-des-consommateurs-etude,370243
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_154
https://www.lebensmittelzeitung.net/handel/Statistisches-Bundesamt-Corona-Krise-daempft-Verbraucherpreise-2020-stark-150357?utm_source=%2Fmeta%2Fnewsletter%2Fabonnent&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=nl6029-abonnent&utm_term=4caf42235d37e6a3bfa72dc77c5c766d
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minimum area of ten square meters per employee in a room should be respected, insofar as 

the activities to be carried out allow this. The regulation leaves some room for maneuver. If 
the measures cannot be fully implemented, the employer must protect his employees through 
other measures – for example by ventilating and separating workplaces.  

Trade associations call on the government to adopt more effective aid measures as 
quickly as possible for retail stores and thus rescue hundreds of thousands of jobs. The 
German Trade Association (HDE) urged the rapid implementation of improvements in state 
aidwhereby write offs of seasonal goods should to be taken into account, companies with an 
annual turnover of more than 500 million euros should also be able to apply for aid and the 
monthly maximum of €500.000 euros bridging aid should no longer apply. (Source: e-
tailment) 

Online grocery shopping is booming in the COVID crisis. Experts assume that demand will 
double by 2025. At the same time, they state: Nobody in Germany earns money from 
online grocery retailing, quotes internetworld.de Michael Gerling, managing director of the 
Cologne retail research institute EHI. Good business is only made in niche markets such as the 
wine trade. The REWE Group is currently the market leader. (Source: e-tailment) 

As a result of the insufficient state aid payments, 83% of retailers are now using 
alternative sales channels to survive the COVID crisis, according to the results of the 
current surveys by the German Retail Federation HDE. A little more than three quarters of 
them communicate with their customers via email or phone, 60% are present on social media. 
36% operate their own online shop, 23% use online platforms such as Zalando, Ebay or 

Amazon. (Source: e-tailment) 

Do customers know better what they want in COVID times? According to a survey by the 
University of Bamberg among 103 online retailers in Germany, the number of shipments rose 
by 17,4% from March to August 2020, while the return rate fell from 17,8 to 15,9% in the 
same period. Nonetheless, the number of returns is at a record high compared to 
2019/2020: 315 million parcels were returned (301 million in 2019). Products from the 
furnishing and fashion sectors recorded a significantly lower return rate. Oliver Prothmann, 
President of the Federal Association of Online Trade, sees this as a development from “I would 
like to have” to “I need now” purchases. Many customers would be better informed and shop 
more specifically as needed. (Source: e-tailment) 

A study commissioned by the trade association for e-commerce, the BevH shows that more 
elderly people are shopping online in times of COVID. Every third online customer was 
over 60 years old in 2020. More than every eighth euro of household expenditure on goods 
was spent in e-commerce. Groceries, drugstore goods and medication were the winners in 
online retail in 2020. As a result, gross sales of goods in e-commerce rose by 14,6 percent 
to 83,3 billion euros last year. Almost every second euro spent in e-commerce was made on 
online marketplaces and platforms. The growth in this category, stood at more than 20 
percent. The success not only due to the temporary shutdown of stores, but also to the fact 
that e-retailers and deliverers services have improved according to the customers. The 
industry association assumes that it will be able to maintain a large part of the corona-related 
additional demand, even if stationary shops open again, although the economic after-effects of 

the corona pandemic could have a dampening effect. Researchers at the University of 
Regensburg expect similar growth prospects for online retail. Their experts from the Ibi 
Research Institute anticipate that the online share of total retail will increase to 16,5 percent 

https://view.mc.etailment.de/?qs=0dc485d0c3ee7ed02ca6c3fb728639363673016d8f3304106d8c2c6f0614cdd8bd290026cfd0fae16b2a1b183ddad4f2af3e793dd21e6a1f2487c2ba0f33263455794bf0de0f806c4bc88c52e69bf0d8
https://view.mc.etailment.de/?qs=0dc485d0c3ee7ed02ca6c3fb728639363673016d8f3304106d8c2c6f0614cdd8bd290026cfd0fae16b2a1b183ddad4f2af3e793dd21e6a1f2487c2ba0f33263455794bf0de0f806c4bc88c52e69bf0d8
https://www.internetworld.de/digitaler-handel/online-handel/lebensmittel-online-milliardenmarkt-verteilt-2622012.html
https://www.internetworld.de/digitaler-handel/online-handel/lebensmittel-online-milliardenmarkt-verteilt-2622012.html
https://view.mc.etailment.de/?qs=6153c793fcf5aa33db0552f361d453de5c7b4067a30ba7767d540759151ec5c1b65c4587c3a4045e63f7effe8d998e66a3ecf9849e783b5e2a04b1eb1972b85429191b86b8638374f1c31598e59038e7
https://view.mc.etailment.de/?qs=cd7ca4a507007ea25a62780e3e85604be864804f3e3f2af4f6fd9dd5704fb677994d141d0475f37b7b7237965dbcab898b4b0ec58ae08128aa79669154deec203006e1bcb6ffbaa4528566516b549b4c
https://www.internetworld.de/logistik/retoure/online-handel-trotz-paket-booms-sinkendem-retouren-anteil-2622016.html
https://view.mc.etailment.de/?qs=6153c793fcf5aa33db0552f361d453de5c7b4067a30ba7767d540759151ec5c1b65c4587c3a4045e63f7effe8d998e66a3ecf9849e783b5e2a04b1eb1972b85429191b86b8638374f1c31598e59038e7
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by 2026. This corresponds to an increase of almost 50 percent over the next five years. 

(Source: Lebensmittel Zeitung) 

The corona pandemic is giving the corner shop 2.0 concept further impetus. According to the 
latest statistics, the number and turnover of village shops has grown significantly from around 
200 to around 300 since 2015. In response to rural supermarket closures, there are more 
and more village shops opened by citizens. The shops often have a small café and are a 
social meeting point when the bakery and the inn have already disappeared from the village. 
The shops often focus on regional products and sustainability. “It is not a fad, but a sustainable 
trend, even if it is getting harder and harder to write a black zero”, said Günter Lühning, first 
chairman of the Federal Association of Multifunctional Village Shops. During the lockdown in 
spring and since November, sales in the village shops for groceries have increased by 10 to 

30 percent, Lühning reported from the exchange in the network of operators. (Source: 
Lebensmittel Zeitung) 

 

 

 

GREECE 

Since 18 January Greece has allowed retail shops, hair salons and stores to reopen for 
the first time in more than two months. In stores customers must wear masks and no more 
than four shoppers will be allowed per 100 square metres of floor space. Greece already 

decided in November to reopen primary schools and kindergartens at the same time. (Source: 
Reuters) 

 

IRLAND 

The Irish government is working with French authorities to ensure that tougher new rules on 
COVID-19 tests for hauliers entering France will not disrupt supply chains. France is bringing 
in new rules that would require anyone arriving from Ireland to have a negative PCR 
test. (Sources: De Havilland, RTE) 

The Northern Ireland Executive has announced that the current COVID-19 restrictions will be 

extended until 5 March. This will be reviewed on 18 February. £290m has been allocated to 
help Northern Ireland businesses, education, tourism and transport during the next phase of 
the lockdown. £16m has been allocated to support the tourism and hospitality sectors. 
(Source: IGD) 

 

THE NETHERLANDS 

In the Netherlands, due to the high number of COVID-19 infections, the lockdown has been 
extended by three weeks. As a result, schools, restaurants and non-essential shops in the 
Netherlands will remain closed until 9 February. Non-food representative INretail has 
insisted on substantial additional support measures. According to INRetail two measures, in 

particular, could help the sector: firstly, stock compensation, secondly allowing stores to set 
up pick-up points. (Sources: RetailDetail, EUobserver) 

 

https://www.lebensmittelzeitung.net/handel/bevh-zum-E-Commerce-Mehr-aeltere-Menschen-kaufen-in-Corona-Zeiten-online-ein--150472
https://www.lebensmittelzeitung.net/handel/Statistisches-Bundesamt-Corona-Krise-daempft-Verbraucherpreise-2020-stark-150357?utm_source=%2Fmeta%2Fnewsletter%2Fabonnent&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=nl6029-abonnent&utm_term=4caf42235d37e6a3bfa72dc77c5c766d
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-greece-idUSKBN29K0ZV
https://www.rte.ie/news/2021/0117/1190310-hauliers-france-ireland/
https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/news/murphy-announces-ps290m-package-including-over-ps130m-support-business
https://www.igd.com/charitable-impact/economics/articles/article-viewer/t/igd---economics-bulletin-22-january/i/27536?utm_campaign=1878266_210122.ECONOMICS.BULLETIN&utm_medium=dmemail&utm_source=IGD%20Services%20Limited&dm_i=2Z8W,149A2,7IBD1T,4B1J2,1
https://www.retaildetail.eu/en/news/general/lockdown-extended-netherlands-retailers-fear-wave-bankruptcies-and-redundancies?utm_source=flexmail&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2102eu&utm_content=lockdown+extended+in+the+netherlands+retailers+fear+wave+of+bankruptcies+and+redundancies
https://euobserver.com/tickers/150697
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NORWAY 

Norway’s capital Oslo and nine neighboring municipalities imposed some of their toughest 
lockdown measures yet on Saturday after an outbreak of a the more contagious UK 
coronavirus variant. Shopping centres and other non-essential stores will be closed for 
the first time in the pandemic until 1st February at the earliest. Shops selling food will 
remain open, along with pharmacies and petrol stations. Organised sports activities will be 
halted, restaurants must close and schools must rely more on remote learning, while 
households have been asked not to have any visitors at home. (Source: Reuters) 

 

SPAIN 

Madrid, the Basque Country and the Valencia region on 22 January announced new measures 
that will go into effect soon. In the capital, the overnight curfew will begin at 10 p.m. and 
businesses must close by 9 p.m., including food and drink establishments. Authorities 
are also banning meetings inside homes with members of other household. In the Basque 
Country, food and drink establishments must close at 8 p.m. except in locations with an 
incidence rate of over 500, where they must close altogether. (Sources: De Havilland, El País) 

 

UNITED KINGDOM 

According to the weekly research of the Association of Convenience Stores, ACS, over 200.000 
people lost their job in the UK since November 2020, putting unemployment at 5%. The 

unemployment level has not been as high since 2016. Retail sales saw the worst year-on-year 
decline in 2020 whilst online shopping saw an impressive rise of 46%. Online food shopping 
went up by 79%. Supermarkets are one of the growing industries. Contactless technology was 
one of the big winners in 2020. Consumer confidence increased in December, but dropped 
again in January. Graphs of research can be found here and here. (Source: ACS) 

 

UNITED STATES 

“It is widely believed that [US] Americans will return to some degree of normalcy after 
vaccination, but it doesn't look like it will happen anytime soon”, said data analytics firm First 

Insight of the future stationary shops. It is based on an online survey of 1.000 people, among 
other things, what the respondents want to spend money on in stationary shops after a 
vaccination. The answer “the same or less money” was given by 40 percent for clothing, 41 
percent for luxury items, 43 percent for electronics, 44 percent for shoes, 45 percent for 
cosmetics. Among other things, the respondents feel more unsure than they did a year ago 
about trying on clothes and trying out cosmetics in the shop. 

Distributors like Amazon, Walmart, Starbucks or Costco offer to make their logistics tools and 
their stores available to facilitate the distribution or – in the case of Walmart – administration 
of vaccines against the coronavirus. Amazon has also made an agreement with a healthcare 
organization to vaccinate, as soon as possible, its 800.000 employees nationwide (in 
warehouses, data centers, Whole Foods stores, etc.). All that is missing is the doses. In 

Washington state, companies like Starbucks, Costco and Microsoft are also joining the 
vaccination effort, providing technical, logistical or human support. (Source: LSA) 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-norway-idUKKBN29S079
https://english.elpais.com/spanish_news/2021-01-25/valencia-drastically-restricts-social-contacts-to-curb-coronavirus-surge.html
https://independentretaileurope.eu/storage/files/documents/ACS_weekly_research_update-25_January_2021.pdf
https://independentretaileurope.eu/storage/files/documents/ACS_weekly_research_update-18_January_2021.pdf
https://www.firstinsight.com/press-releases/a-third-of-americans-not-comfortable-getting-vaccinated
https://www.lsa-conso.fr/walmart-amazon-quand-les-distributeurs-americains-proposent-leur-aide-pour-la-vaccination,371173#xtor=EPR-2&email=laurence.dessouroux@independentretaileurope.eu

