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Recovery after the pandemic  

– what are the challenges and opportunities 

 

Mr. Chairman, dear colleagues, 

 

Winston Churchill once said that an optimist sees opportunity in every difficulty. 

It is fair to say the EFTA States are optimists. We perceived the COVID-19 

pandemic as an opportunity to foster structural change; to make our economies 

greener, more inclusive, and resilient to future shocks.  

 

After twenty months of fighting the health and economic effects of the COVID-

19 pandemic the recovery is underway. Restrictions are being lifted and social 

life is normalizing. We are experiencing strong economic growth and a 

remarkable recovery in the labor market. 

 

An unprecedented policy response paved the way for a forceful economic 

recovery. This time around there was a decisive global use of fiscal policy, and 

for the EFTA States this was done from a position of fiscal strength.  

 

The fiscal support was sizable, timely and targeted. Monetary and 

macroprudential policy responses were accommodative. 

 

Along with the easing of COVID-related restrictions and the return to normal 

social activities, it is important to withdraw the discretionary support. In the 

EFTA States, most such support will be phased out by the end of 2021. However, 

initiatives to increase employment and reduce long-term unemployment, boost 

innovation and public investment will continue where needed. 

 



The pandemic has highlighted the importance of having fiscal space to deal with 

economic shocks. In that respect it is important to provide room to mitigate future 

economic shocks, to build up buffers and lower public debt as the economic 

rebound gains a strong momentum. 

 

Once the fiscal support wanes we will probably see a slightly changed economy 

considering that demand has, to some extent, permanently changed following the 

pandemic. How smoothly this transition occurs will determine the strength of the 

recovery.  

 

In all EFTA states, strong economic growth is expected this year. Mainly driven 

by an increase in exports and private consumption. Allowing the EFTA 

economies to already reach their pre-crisis production levels this year or early 

next year. 

 

The recovery is accompanied by inflationary pressure, mainly in Iceland and 

Norway. It has been met with increased interest rates as well an increase in the 

countercyclical capital requirement.  

 

The fast labor market recovery in the EFTA countries is remarkable, and quicker 

and stronger than expected. In all EFTA States the unemployment rate is close or 

already at pre-pandemic levels. Demand for labour has bounced back, leading to 

labour shortage in some industries and a high number of job vacancies. 

 

 

Dear colleges, 

 

Life as we know it is normalizing. However, as before, uncertainty abounds. 

 



Outlook in the short run remains dependent on how the pandemic evolves 

globally. In that respect global vaccination is of great importance. 

 

Global vaccine inequality is not only an ethical issue; it also risks causing virus 

mutations that could bring about economic instability even in countries with 

broad vaccination coverage.  

 

The EFTA States stress the need to support low-to-middle-income countries for 

equitable access to vaccines and other COVID-19 tools, for example via ACT-A 

and its COVAX facility.  

 

However, it is likely that further outbreaks will have a more limited impact on 

economic activity than before as economic agents have taken up new habits and 

learned from past experience.  

 

The EFTA States perceived the COVID-19 pandemic as an opportunity to foster 

structural changes to make economies more resilient to future shocks. The EFTA 

countries are fostering digitalization, promoting decarbonization, innovation and 

social inclusion in their attempt to reinforcing long term growth potential.  

 

International cooperation is pivotal to this end. Not the least in terms of reducing 

greenhouse gas emission. 

 

Pricing carbon, via taxes or tradeable emission quotas, is an important instrument. 

However, these efforts will be less effective if economies outside the EU and 

EFTA do not have the same ambition. 

 



Lack of cooperation can result in carbon leakage and undermine the reduction in 

global emissions. Thus, a tool to reduce carbon leakage is important, however, it 

will need to comply with the WTO and international rules. 

 

International trade has driven a massive increase in prosperity worldwide. But 

now we see growing challenges to established norms and the international rule-

based system. 

 

The pandemic raised the awareness of vulnerability that comes with trade and 

global value chains. Competition for access to the services and goods to address 

the health emergency has highlighted how dependent we all are on each 

other.  Good, reliable production and value chains suddenly became a matter of 

life and death. 

 

As a result, the strategic issue of who controls production and value chains has 

gained attention. The reaction has in some quarters been protectionism. 

 

The EFTA States believe that enhanced strategic autonomy is best secured 

through open, fair, and rules-based trade relations as part of a global level playing 

field. We believe that our autonomy is best protected by the international rule-

based system and by alliances with countries we share values and interests with.  

 

The EFTA States believe that stemming the COVID-19 pandemic, preventing 

further pandemics, bringing about economic recovery, and addressing climate 

change will all need more international cooperation, not less.. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 


