
D ata Protection Day 2014 has 
been and gone. This year, as  
in many others, there was a  
flurry of activity within organisa-

tions as data protection teams took the 
opportunity to highlight the growing signifi-
cance of data protection within their organi-
sations. From webinars to video clips, post-
ers to quirky corporate giveaways, dinners 
and speeches, Data Protection Day provid-
ed a perfect opportunity to raise the profile 
of data protection issues. Addressing a 
much bigger audience, key proponent of 
European data protection reform, Europe-
an Commission Vice-President and Justice 
Commissioner, Viviane Reding, reflected 
on the current status of the proposed EU 
Data Protection Regulation and empha-
sised the need to rebuild trust in data  
protection.  While organisations have  
been marking Data Protection Day for 
some years, Mrs Reding’s speech served 
to remind a wider audience that data pro-
tection issues are now key societal issues 
and, as such, will not fade into the back-
ground to be dusted off in a year’s time.  

One of the most significant effects of the 
NSA surveillance scandals has been the 
widespread loss of trust, by citizens, in  
how their personal data are processed. In 
her speech, Commissioner Reding stated 
that the most important goal for 2014 is to 
restore the trust of citizens. She focused on 
the need to strengthen the US Safe Harbor 
by enforcing the thirteen recommendations 
proposed by the European Commission  
in November 2013, and on the need for  
the EU and US to agree and finalise an 
umbrella agreement on the transfer and 
processing of personal information in the 
context of police and judicial co-operation 
in criminal matters. This latter agreement  
is being negotiated currently, and would 
afford EU citizens the same rights as  
US citizens when their personal data  
are exchanged with the United States. 

In addition, Mrs Reding emphasised  
the new rights for data subjects that  
would be introduced by the proposed  
Data Protection Regulation, highlighting  
the right to be forgotten, the right to data 
portability, and the right to be informed of 
personal data breaches. She also called  
for more meaningful enforcement, citing  
as an example recent fines levied against 
Google. In a comment that somewhat  
predictably was the subject of media  
comment, Mrs Reding referred to the 
Google fines as being ‘more like pocket 
money than a fine’. 

Turning to the current status of the  
proposed Regulation, Mrs Reding  
underscored the European Parliament’s 
‘overwhelming’ support, reflected in its 
compromise text adopted in October 2013.  
She then criticized European leaders and 
major companies for failing to uphold data 
protection as a fundamental goal, stating 
that ‘some companies and a few govern-
ments continue to see data protection  
as an obstacle rather than as a solution; 
privacy rights as compliance costs, and  
not as an asset’ She concluded that, two 
years after the legislative proposals were 
first released, ‘Discussions are mature.  
The text is ready. It is just a matter of  
political will.’  

Commissioner Reding concluded her 
speech by proposing eight principles  
that should govern the way personal  
data are processed in the public and the 
private sector (see the headlining news 
item on page 1 of this edition). 

Mrs Reding concluded that bolstering  
trust in the ways in which companies and 
governments process personal data would 
benefit the digital economy, national securi-
ty, the internet, and Europe as a whole.   

While the speech served as a rallying  
cry for data protection, significantly it also 
conceded (if only tacitly) what many have 
long suspected. The proposed Regulation 
has no realistic prospect of being finalised 
ahead of the European elections in May 
2015, but no one expects it to disappear.   

Rather, a window of opportunity has 
opened for the current proposals to  
be re-shaped, drawing on work that  
has already been done by each of the  
Commission, the Parliament and the  
Council to date. Let’s hope that this  
opportunity to take a step back from the 
often frantic negotiations that have taken 
place in the last two years will bring addi-
tional maturity and realism to the process, 
so that we achieve a new data protection 
law that serves the needs of all members 
of our European community.   
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