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The effects triggered by the spread of COVID-19 and its economic impact will be severe and
long-lasting. The OECD estimates that the COVID-19 Crisis will directly affect sectors
amounting to up to one-third of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the major developed
economies. For each month of containment, there will be a loss of two percentage points in
annual GDP growth. 1 Today, we face economic upheaval potentially graver than the Great
Financial Crisis. Pressure on the financial system is growing and, clearly, this is a “whateverit-takes” moment for fiscal and monetary policy.
During this crisis, policymakers have reacted swiftly to inject liquidity into the economy,
but ultimately, when solvency is in question, the transformational capacity of banks can be
impaired. Equity is needed to buffer exogenous shocks and will be needed more than ever
so that public equity markets can, to the best of their abilities, help companies weather the
crisis and finance their post-crisis growth. Exchanges facilitate this capital formation,
allowing raising capital and trading and supporting risk management, in an orderly and
transparent manner. They make possible the access of borrowers to liquid funds, reduce
their capital costs, and diversify their funding sources whilst offering investment
opportunities and investor protection.
Policymakers must assess what needs to be done to support the economy in its recovery. In
this paper, FESE outlines its proposal for a post-crisis framework around two areas:
•

The role of capital markets for financial stability and growth, and

•

The role of lit markets for liquidity and price formation.

First, we underline the need to develop market-based financing in an environment in which
the EU must reduce its dependence on bank lending and promote primary markets. This
remains one of the core unmet objectives of the Capital Markets Union (CMU) and, in this
respect, the EU needs to be ambitious and aim at significantly increasing the size of equity
financing. More financing through equity markets helps achieve higher levels of growth and
risk-sharing, diminishing systemic risk.
Second, we are convinced that securing the right market structure is key to avoid liquidity
crises turning into solvency crises. Transparency in equity markets must be revamped to
allow robust liquidity and price formation to the benefit of issuers and investors.
The post-crisis world will be built upon the choices we make now. Early signs of the new
normal are already visible, with some governments taking equity stakes in public companies.
Capital markets have a pivotal role to play in this new normal, financing a sustainable
economy and confronting the threat posed by climate change, and need to be supported.
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The role of capital markets for financial stability and growth
Equity markets are vital for the real economy, facilitating capital formation and risk
management. They offer a reliable risk buffer against exogenous shocks: The loss-absorbing
properties of equity, especially through the cross-border and risk-sharing channels, smooth
macroeconomic shocks 2.
Whilst it is important to recognise the value of bank-based financial intermediation, the
overreliance on bank lending compared to market-based financing is a limitation on the
resolution of financial crises 3.
First, financial factors play an important role in modern business cycles: credit-driven
business cycles amplify financial accelerator effects 4 and tend to be followed by deep
contractions 5, bank lending is more volatile and procyclical than market-based financing.
Second, bank lending can have a negative impact on trend growth 6 as, for example, large
banking systems are associated with more systemic risk and can be impaired. In contrast,
market-based financial intermediation is associated with countries at the technological
frontier 7 and greater environmental quality 8.
Additionally, in some respects, non-equity markets can play a comparable role to equity,
being an important contributor to risk-sharing and overall financial stability. 9 For example,
properties of convertibles or the stable and predictable returns of fixed income reduce
risk 10.
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Exchanges are pivotal for these different capital markets segments by bridging the gap
between issuers and investors: serving the need for capital formation on primary markets
and price discovery and risk transfer on secondary markets, while ensuring transparency,
integrity, and investor protection. For instance, SME Growth Markets facilitate access for
small issuers to an ecosystem with a deep and diversified investor base. This type of market
aims for the right balance between investor protection and simplified requirements for SME
issuers.
In view of this, the CMU aims to foster financial integration and resilience by lowering the
dependence on bank-based financial systems and increasing cross-border capital markets
integration. While freedom of movement of capital has been a long-standing goal of the EU,
national lines have long created a home bias in capital markets 11. Removing these barriers,
as outlined previously, will promote better growth performance and risk-sharing 12.
Economic challenges like the COVID-19 Crisis provide a renewed impetus for the CMU: there
is considerable room for progress 13, with the potential benefits of fully integrated and more
effectively regulated capital markets in the order of €137 billion per year 14. So far, barriers
to integration remain and there is limited evidence that the capital structure of the economy
has changed 15: capital markets and taxation systems 16 in the EU continue presenting a bias
towards debt financing (Figure 1) and the number of initial public offerings (IPOs) is
decreasing 17.
Figure 1: 2018 Market Value of Equity and Debt to Gross Domestic Product
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The role of lit markets for liquidity and price formation
At the core of equity markets are regulated markets. Analogously to capital markets,
regulated markets contribute to financial stability and economic growth by making possible
the access of borrowers to diversified funding sources and providing investment protection
and risk management opportunities.
Central to the role of regulated markets and, more generally, lit markets are two key
functions: the provision of trading infrastructure with large pools of liquidity and price
formation. A well-functioning price formation process enables trading to take place, delivers
more efficient markets, and lowers the cost of capital for businesses 18.
In 2007, the introduction of the Markets in Financial Instruments Directive (MiFID I) opened
up competition in equity trading while at the same time giving rise to fragmentation and
opacity. As a result, the key objectives of MiFID II for equity markets are to protect price
formation and address some problems caused by dark trading (i.e. trading not subject to
pre-trade transparency) and market fragmentation. For example, following the rise of dark
trading conducted through broker crossing networks (BCNs), new rules were put in place to
limit the amount of dark trading and to promote trading on lit markets.
However, equity markets in the EU remain less liquid and transparent than their US and
Asian counterparts. This is shown by multiple measures of liquidity 19 and a greater proportion
of trading taking place on dark and quasi-dark venues (Figure 2). Alongside these trends,
there has been a decrease in the share of continuous lit order books (CLOB) and a surge in
non-transparent trading (Figure 3).
Figure 2: 2018 Turnover Share
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Liquidity plays a fundamental role in asset pricing and business cycles: liquidity risk premia
significantly affect the cost of capital 20 and a variety of self-fulfilling mechanisms 21 can make
liquidity crises become solvency crises.
As highly regulated entities, regulated markets are obliged and committed to being
operationally resilient. They are designed to ensure the highest levels of safety, integrity,
and transparency. These functions have been put to the test during multiple financial crises;
when other sources of liquidity dried up, regulated markets successfully continued to
operate. Figure 4 and Figure 5 reflect precisely that: during the COVID-19 Crisis environment
of heightened volatility and turnover, the share of lit trading has increased substantially. A
more granular analysis of the liquidity developments during the crisis can be found in the
annex.
Figure 4: European Turnover and Volatility during Q1 2020
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Figure 5: European Turnover Lit Share and VSTOXX Index during Q1 2020
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By attracting order flow away from lit markets, market liquidity is fragmented. Trades not
subject to pre-trade transparency requirements also undermine trading information. Such
fragmentation could impede, or dilute, price formation as fewer market participants come
together on any lit market, while dark venues use reference prices provided by lit venues.
Although it is understood that large trades do not have a substantial impact on price
discovery 22, dark trading at sizes below large-in-scale (LIS) can be detrimental to price
formation and liquidity 23: first, trading on dark venues reduces the information available for
the price formation process given that most dark orders are below LIS and should contribute
to price formation. Second, by reducing the depth in lit order books, dark trading fragments
the order flow 24, which can have adverse selection risks and result in higher spreads. Whilst
for LIS orders there is a need for alternative execution mechanisms to negate the potential
effects of market impact, price formation and transparency are beneficial to all market
users.
Furthermore, systematic internalisers (SIs) and over-the-counter (OTC) markets are able to
discriminate with whom they choose to do business and are not open to all investors. There
are also concerns that some investment firms are establishing networks of interconnected
SIs, which could facilitate OTC trading in a similar fashion to BCNs. This would pose potential
risks to price formation, as SI networks would be able to replicate de facto the multilateral
trading nature of trading venues without providing the same transparency.
Finally, yet importantly, liquidity and price formation in non-equity secondary markets are
also fundamental. The EU is home to some of the world’s largest markets for exchangetraded derivatives (ETDs). These transparent markets are crucial, as some ETDs serve as
benchmarks influencing the price of a broad range of financial instruments. Maintaining
globally competitive European ETD markets should be a priority.
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FESE’s post-crisis framework
An adequate capital markets structure is a prerequisite for financial stability and growth.
Capital markets will play a crucial role in the recovery and the sustainable recapitalisation
of the economy. However, the developments described in this paper are at odds with the
spirit of both the CMU and MiFID II/MiFIR. The resilience and transparency of capital markets
must be reinvigorated. In light of this, and building on our Blueprint “Capital Markets Union
by 2024 – A Vision for Europe”, FESE wishes to underline that:
•

A holistic regulatory agenda supporting capital markets has to be framed: MiFID II/MiFIR
legislative reviews should be aligned with the CMU. For example, provisions that
potentially undermine the resilience and reach of capital markets like “nondiscriminatory” access requirements for ETDs or stringent unbundling rules for SMEs
should be reconsidered.

•

The overall size of EU equity markets should be increased and stock market capitalisation
should reach 100% of GDP to boost equity financing.

•

Fiscal disincentives against equity financing should be removed in order to rebalance the
corporate taxation debt bias and increase the levels of retail investor participation.

•

IPOs and secondary markets should be promoted by creating a more flexible regulatory
environment for listed small and mid-cap companies (e.g. by simplifying prospectus
requirements or stimulating SME Growth Markets) and a large private-public equity fund
that would support both IPOs and secondary issuances.

•

Lit markets should be supported to protect liquidity and price formation. Using the LIS
threshold as the main tool to delineate lit and dark trading, similarly restricting SI trading
to above LIS, would be an efficient way to do so. There would no longer be a need for
the reference price and negotiated transaction waivers under this scenario.

Such changes 25 would strengthen the EU economy and have a positive impact on the global
competitiveness of European capital markets to the benefit of society at large.
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Annex – Liquidity Developments during the COVID-19 Crisis
While the market share of continuous lit order book was decreasing pre-crisis, during the
COVID-19 Crisis environment of heightened volatility and turnover, the share of lit trading
has increased substantially (Figure 1) compared to historical averages.
Figure 1: STOXX 600 Turnover Share
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At both the European and national levels, the March spike in volatility measured by implied
volatility benchmarks is accompanied by an increase in turnover, which leads volatility by
about one week (Figures 2 to 4).
Figure 2: European Equity Turnover and Volatility during Q1 2020
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Figure 3: DAX 30 Turnover and Volatility during Q1 2020
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Figure 4: IBEX 35 Turnover and Volatility during Q1 2020
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The crisis is also manifest when looking at other dimensions of liquidity: Measures of
tightness like bid-ask spreads are higher in situations of high volatility (Figures 5 and 6).
Figure 5: DAX 30 Xetra Spread 10k EUR and VDAX Index during Q1 2020
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Figure 6: IBEX 35 BME Spread 10k EUR and VIBEX Index during Q1 2020
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A proxy for the resilience of regulated markets can be the share of lit trading compared to
volatility, the crisis has given rise to a new setting of high volatility and lit share (Figures 7
and 8).
Figure 7: European Turnover Lit Share and VSTOXX Index during Q1 2020
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Figure 8: DAX 30 Turnover Lit Share and VDAX Index during Q1 2020
100
80
60
40
20
0

68%

70%

72%

74%

76%

78%

80%

Source: Big xyt, FESE calculations

The described trends will plausibly subside but highlight the importance of transparent
markets. Securing the right equity market structure is key to avoid liquidity crises turning
into solvency crises. Transparency in equity markets must be revamped to allow robust
liquidity and price formation.
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