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2	Semiconductors exposed to trade 
tensions

As digitalisation has entered into every part of the economy, the underlying digital technolo
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�e geographic breakdown of production appears to have followed a gravitational pull 
towards its biggest consumers but, as we will argue, is also rooted in national industrial strat-
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Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) led to the loss of a generation of talents. As a result, China 
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4	Semiconductor shortages and US-China 
rivalry

In late 2020, several factors led to a global shortage of semiconductors and a spike in prices. 
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and easy �x to the current supply-demand mismatch. 
�e shockwave impact of the shortage on a wide range of industries and the increased 

geopolitical sensitivity of semiconductors have been highlighted by �rms and policymakers 
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foremost semiconductor consumer, China, which accounts for half of global chip sales49. 
�e global semiconductor industry association (SEMI) reported that bans on the export of 
US-origin designs and equipment to Huawei and a�liates, put in place in mid-May 2020, had 
already resulted in $17 million in lost sales by mid-July 202050. In December 2020, European 
executives and diplomats voiced concerns that trade restrictions tend to favour US �rms 
because some are granted licences to sell to Huawei or SMIC, while EU competitors are kept 
out of the Chinese market51. Samsung and Sony have also been granted licences for non-5G 
related components52. 

�e long reach of US export bans underlines the political risks to the global industry, most 
notably from US policymaking. Some countries, such as South Korea which has so far man-
aged to balance its reliance on the US for security and on China for trade, may be forced to 
choose sides in what may be become an increasingly expensive high-technology rivalry53. 

5	The EU amid the digital decoupling push
European companies could be casualties of US measures that aim to limit technology trans-
fers to China. Most importantly, sanctions could disrupt the production of semiconductors, 
leading to economic damage for European consumers, as shown by the e�ects of the short-
ages in the automotive sector in 2020. Cerdeiro et al (2021) found that, because of the high 
share of foreign value added in high-tech exports (notably from China and ASEAN countries), 
technological decoupling would be detrimental to global productivity and innovation in the 
sector. In their worst scenario they found that technological decoupling could lead to signi�-
cant GDP losses – assessed at 4 percent of GDP for the EU, South Korea and China.

More broadly, the deterioration of the multilateral system caused by the US-China rivalry 
has led the EU to rethink its dependence on American foreign policy. �e EU possesses few 
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dubbed ‘Industry 4.0’, is crucial to ensure European competitiveness in the fourth industrial 
revolution55. Digitalisation is of major importance to the automotive sector, which employs 
around 6 percent of European workers and represents more than 7 percent of EU GDP. Cars 
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Europe’s constraints in implementing industrial policy mean that industrial policy projects 
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