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Action Paper: Towards an 8th Environment Action Programme:  

Catalysing a just transition to a one planet economy  
 

Executive Summary 

 
The 7th Environment Action Programme (7EAP), adopted by the European Parliament and the 
Council of the European Union in November 20131 is approaching completion (2020), evaluations of 
the 7EAP are ongoing, and debate has started on a potential 8EAP.  

This Action Paper presents a working proposal by the European Environmental Bureau (EEB) and the 
Umweltdachverband (UWD) on what could be key elements of an 8EAP. It builds on assessments of 
the 7EAP, stakeholder discussions and policy debates within a project led by the UWD for the 
ongoing Austrian Presidency, supported by the Ministry of Sustainability and Tourism (BMNT) and 
the European Commission. 

Lessons from the 7EAP  

The 7th EAP has proven to be both valuable and yet insufficient to address environmental challenges 
facing the EU. The action programme’s existence has allowed many environmental issues to remain 
on the agenda that could otherwise have been lost to short term responses to immediate concerns. 
Furthermore, the 7EAP has given a strategic vision, helped predictability and encouraged coherence 
and has proven to be a useful framework for Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) to remind policy 
makers of promises.  

However, its implementation has not been given sufficient priority as can be seen from the very 
limited reflection of environmental issues other than climate change in the ten priorities of the 
Juncker Commission. Furthermore, a wide range of priority objectives (see Box 1) were not met. 

The 7 EAP: its vision, key objectives, ‘enabling’ measures, and horizontal priority objectives 

In 2050, we live well, within the planet’s ecological limits. Our prosperity and healthy environment 
stem from an innovative, circular economy where nothing is wasted and where natural resources 
are managed sustainably, and biodiversity is protected, valued and restored in ways that enhance 
our society’s resilience. Our low-carbon growth has long been decoupled from resource use, 
setting the pace for a safe and sustainable global society.   

7EAP http://ec.europa.eu/environment/pubs/pdf/factsheets/7eap/en.pdf  

Three key objectives: Thematic priorities: 

 to protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital  

 to turn the Union into a resource-efficient, green, and competitive low-carbon economy 

 to safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to health and 
wellbeing  

Enabling Framework: Four "enabling" priority objectives  

 better implementation of legislation  

 better information by improving the knowledge base 

                                                 
1
 DECISION No 1386/2013/EU OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 20 November 2013 on a General 

Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 “Living well, within the limits of our planet”  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/pubs/pdf/factsheets/7eap/en.pdf
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 more and wiser investment for environment and climate policy 

 full integration of environmental requirements and considerations into other policies  

Two horizontal priority objectives:  

 to make the Union's cities more sustainable 

 to help the Union address international environmental and climate challenges more effectively.  
 
In addition, the 7th EAP should be based on the precautionary principle, the principles of preventive action 
and of rectification of pollution at source and the polluter-pays principle. 
 
See Article 2 of the 7EAP (EU, 2013) 

On Thematic Priority 1 To protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital - major 
challenges remain, notably on biodiversity which is still undermined by weak implementation, and 
pressures – such as from agriculture2. The issues within priority 1 will remain important challenges 
beyond 2020 and hence potential priority areas for an 8EAP. The 8EAP can potentially be a useful 
framework to communicate the headline target for a post 2020 agenda: i.e. zero net loss of 
biodiversity and input into the C-15 in Beijing in October 20203. 

On Thematic Priority 2 Resource-efficient, green, and competitive low-carbon economy – there has 
been good progress on circular economy and climate change, but efforts still fall far short of needs 
for the recently launched long-term strategy (LTS) “A Clean Planet for All”4, for commitments under 
the Paris accord, to address the recommendations of the IPPC report5 and keep to below 1.5-degree 
warming. Important challenges remain for beyond 2020 and hence are of relevance to an 8EAP. 

As regards Thematic Priority 3 To safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related 
pressures and risks to health and wellbeing – the promised Non-Toxic Environment Strategy has not 
been delivered, nor is it listed on the European Commission’s 2019 Work Program. While there has 
been progress with bathing water quality, trends in other areas, notably air pollution and noise 
pollution, are problematic6. Again, this priority area remains fundamentally important for post-2020. 

On the 4th Priority Objective on Better Implementation - there is extensive evidence of major 
implementation deficits. For example: 

• A third of the chemicals we use in the EU do not comply with REACH, and Member States 
are not implementing and enforcing the laws in place 

• There is widespread poor and misleading reporting and monitoring of air quality with many 
Member States facing infringement procedures 

• Poor implementation of the Birds and Habitats Directives, together with impacts from 
Agriculture have led to a decline of a third of farmland birds in many Member States.  

 

On Enabling Priority 5  To improve the knowledge and evidence base for Union environment policy 
- while there have been a range of steps forward in improving the science-policy-interface, notably 
via Biodiversity Information System for Europe (BISE), the Water Information System for Europe 
                                                 
2
 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017  

3 Fifteenth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (COP-

15) 
4
 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/pages/com_2018_733_en.pdf  

5
 https://report.ipcc.ch/sr15/pdf/sr15_spm_final.pdf 

6
 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/pages/com_2018_733_en.pdf
https://report.ipcc.ch/sr15/pdf/sr15_spm_final.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017
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(WISE), and the Mapping and Assessment of Ecosystem Services (MAES), much more needs to be 
done. Greater understanding is needed on ecological tipping points and risks, on the inter-
connections between ecological, social and economic systems, on system lock-ins that create 
barriers to commitments and transitions to sustainable development, on real time data for citizens, 
and on health risks to workers and citizens, notably from exposure to pollution and hazardous 
chemicals. 

For Enabling Priority 6 Adequate investment from public and private sources to achieve 7EAP 
objectives - while there has been progress on green financing, it is clear that there remains 
insufficient funding in many areas - e.g. management of Natura 2000 network, investment in 
restoration, investment in public transport and clean technologies.  Furthermore, while the 
proposed EU Budget, the multi-annual financial framework (MFF), is labelled a climate budget, it 
falls far short of what is needed to ensure that it is a climate positive budget, that biodiversity is duly 
supported and not undermined, and that SDGs are integrated. There remain areas of funding which 
can be seen as harmful subsidies, particularly with the associated CAP proposal and the risks to 
biodiversity, and risks of investing in infrastructure that can lock-in growth in emissions into the 
future. Similarly, the promise of phasing out environmentally harmful subsidies remains largely a 
missed opportunity for action. 

Similarly, for Priority Objective 7 Better Integration -  policy dissonance still exists, across policy 
areas (e.g. agricultural impacts on biodiversity), in budgets (e.g. the MFF) and in instruments, even 
those focused on integrations, such as  Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) and Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEAs). For example,  EIAs are still too often seen to be an administrative 
chore for industrial projects, where environmentally sound options and consultation responses are 
not given due consideration, such that EIAs become missed opportunity for integration. Similarly, 
many SEAs do not fully integrate environmental concerns and often financial interests override 
environmental ones. There also needs to be timely opportunity for the public to participate in SEAs 
so that public interests are more fully reflected in plans.  

On Priority Objective 8 To enhance the sustainability of the Union’s cities – arguably some of the 
most exciting progress has been made in a range of cities in innovative approaches for urban public 
transport and mobility, sustainable buildings, energy efficiency and urban biodiversity conservation.  
For example, an increasing number of cities are vowing to go carbon neutral, a few have made public 
transport free to encourage less private transport use, others have banned diesel or increased 
pedestrian zones. There has also been good progress on separate waste collection to support 
circular economy and resource efficiency.  

And on Priority Objective 9 International Challenges - there has been good international 
engagement such as on the Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
but less good on EU implementation and integration. The 2030 Agenda is still only a delayed 
“reflection paper” – and to date insufficiently integrated into EU policy making and given too low 
levels of prioritisation to give confidence in its due implementation. 

All nine priority objectives of the 7EAP remain urgent areas of action today and overall it is 
concerning that EU laws are not being implemented properly as this is leading to an erosion of 
citizens’ confidence in the rule of law. Furthermore citizens are losing confidence in local, national, 
EU and global institutions as there is insufficient palpable action, for example on addressing air 
pollution, on halting biodiversity loss, and on ensuring a non-toxic environment. Renewed 
regulatory attention - from policy makers, to inspectors, to the courts – is needed to protect EU 
citizens, their health and rights, the environment and hence confidence in Europe and its 
institutions. 
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Additionally, there has been an increasing recognition of the importance of addressing a range of 
system lock-ins and the need to promote strategies and actions to overcome the locks-ins and 
enable a transition to sustainability.  Examples include: material lock-ins (fossil fuels, plastic, 
chemicals), infrastructure (roads, factories, pipelines, airports, building stock), systems 
(interconnected product supply chains, agri-industrial food systems), economic paradigms and 
incentives (pricing, taxation, subsidies), habits, norms and attitudes (consumption and growth 
fixation). 

The study team and the majority in the 13 June Vienna Policy Forum debate concluded that an 8th 
EAP is still needed and proposed an Action Plan that is presented overleaf. A short reflection paper 
was presented during the informal Environment Council in Graz in October 2018, where there was 
unanimity among the 28 Ministers of Environment on the need for an 8th EAP. See also The Graz 
Declaration "Starting a new era: clean, safe and affordable mobility for Europe” for commitments in 
a number of 7EAP areas that could also be priorities for an 8EAP. 

7EAP  Implementation: Insights from Austria 

As part of the evaluation of the 7EAP, Umweltdachverband consulted internal and external 
experts in Austria on progress made in the 9 priority areas. The outcomes were summarized in a 
Background Consultation Report and further discussed at the 13 June Vienna Policy Forum and in 
the regional workshops in October 2018.  The Background Consultation Paper and the outcomes 
of the Policy Forum and the regional workshops can be downloaded under the following link: 
https://www.umweltdachverband.at/themen/europaeische-umweltpolitik/at18 

There was broad recognition that the 7EAP has proven to be a useful framework for Civil Society 
Organisations (CSOs)  and that an 8EAP is needed to provide for direction and ambition at the 
national level. 

 

Towards an 8EAP - Catalysing a Just Transition to a One-Planet Economy 

In light of the insights on the 7EAP, policy debate at the Vienna Policy Forum on 13 June 2018 and in 
the regional workshops in October 2018, and considering ongoing evaluations by the European 
Parliament, European Commission (e.g. meetings 21 June 2018, 13 November 2018) and European 
Environment Agency (EEA), a future 8 EAP could usefully: 

 One-Planet Economy - Promote commitment to an ambitious 8EAP catalysing a just 
transition to a one-planet economy7 – i.e. that fully respects the resources and ecological 
limits of our planet and integrates equity and social issues. 

 Implementation - Ensure a strong focus also on the implementation of EU law to reduce the 
implementation deficit and bolster citizens’ confidence in public institutions and the rule of 
law. 

 System Change - Cover not only specific priorities and commitments, but also systemic 
lock-ins and need for system change – i.e. to move beyond fossil-fuels, towards sustainable 

                                                 
7
 As the world’s largest economy, Europe must embark upon an immediate and major transformation to avert dangerous 

climate change and prevent ecosystem collapse. Currently, the impact of the European economy is nearly three times 
larger than what is required for a sustainable world. A shift to a more sustainable future for Europe must be achieved by 
building an economy that respects all environmental limits and is socially and financially sustainable. 
(https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/91316_en.html) 

https://www.umweltdachverband.at/themen/europaeische-umweltpolitik/at18
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food systems, a toxic free environment, and shift in mind sets and policy prioritisation 
towards sufficiency and wellbeing.  

 Cooperative Governance - Encourage cooperative governance to facilitate new 
partnerships, new ideas and stimulate new commitments and collaborative actions across 
different governance levels and stakeholders. 

 Green Finance - Catalyse a change in green finance to leverage financial flows towards a one 
planet economy. 

The 8EAP should embrace the over-arching vision of the 7EAP, i.e. ‘In 2050, we live well, within the 
planet’s ecological limits’. 

Civil Society Vision for the 8EAP: Reflections on required action for the 8AP 

The 8EAP should focus on catalysing a just transition to a one-planet economy and run from 2021 
to 2030 so as to link to the SDGs. It should also have a mid-term review completed by 2025 to 
encourage European Commission’s and European Parliament’s acceptance and commitments for 
action and guide future priorities. In light of an assessment of future environmental challenges, the 
8EAP could usefully include: 

1. Actions and targets for clusters of specific environmental challenges 
2. Improve implementation and the rule of law 
3. Develop strategies and plans to address lock-ins and achieve a system change 
4. Promote cooperative governance 
5. Finance the transition to sustainability 

 
1. Actions and targets for specific environmental challenges and clusters: The EU has committed 

to a wide range of targets and objectives already, but there are gaps and there is a need to 
appreciate the inter-connections between the issues and address the nexus within clusters of 
different issues. This priority should be about reiterating the targets, clarifying 2025 and 2030 
milestones, and suggesting measures for action. Importantly, it should also be about 
recommending specific actions to address the nexus between issues by developing clusters - e.g. 
food-water-biodiversity; chemicals-air-pollution-health; climate-biodiversity-water-agriculture-
forestry. Specific untapped potential remains in focusing on the interconnections of policy areas 
in the different nexuses. This will support policy coherence and improve policy effectiveness 
and complement measures already committed to. 
 

2. Improve implementation and the rule of law:  The EU faces an implementation deficit - on air 
and water quality, on chemicals in products, on nature protection - that is both eroding the 
health and wellbeing of citizens and the state of the environment and is leading to an erosion of 
citizens’ confidence in policy making and governments. There is also a weakening rule of law as 
resources for inspections, enforcement and justice are insufficient, and as access to justice for 
citizens and civil society remains inadequate in some parts of Europe as well as at the EU level 
itself, even to the point of putting the EU in violation of international law. Attention is needed to 
improve implementation and the rule of law – from greater use of the Environmental 
Implementation Review (EIR) process to work together on implementation, to using the MFF to 
facilitate implementation through funding choices, paying greater attention to policy coherence 
to avoid one policy rendering the implementation of another difficult or impossible, using the 
stick of infringement procedures against non-compliant Member States, and to systematically 
improve access to justice8. At national level, significant resources are needed for inspectors, 
prosecutors and judges, strengthening of fines and criminal penalties for non-compliance, 

                                                 
8
 https://eeb.org/five-reasons-ngos-wont-see-you-in-court-eu-governments-warned-to-remove-barriers-to-justice/ 
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complemented by greater political will to implement commitments and support a credible rule 
of law. Without this, sustainability ambitions are unrealistic and confidence in EU and national 
institutions will be eroded further. 
 

3. Develop strategies and plans to address lock-ins and achieve system change:  Policy progress 
faces a wide number of lock-ins – e.g. material (fossil fuels, plastic, chemicals), infrastructure 
(roads, factories, pipelines, airports, building stock), systems (interconnected product supply 
chains, agri-industrial food systems), economic paradigms and incentives (pricing, taxation, 
subsidies), habits, norms and attitudes (consumption and growth fixation). This requires systems 
thinking that takes account of the inter-dependencies and develops ideas for transition 
management. A series of strategies to address lock-ins is needed to chart practical ways forward 
and encourage engagement and commitment from all stakeholders. 
 

4. Promote cooperative governance:  The EU’s 8EAP can only succeed if there is close engagement 
with Member States to ensure acceptance, commitment and implementation. Additional key 
stakeholders include: civil society who represent the citizens’ voice and understand their needs; 
cities that are driving progress on many areas of the environmental agenda and its 
implementation; and with global institutions and actors to ensure coherence and compatibility 
of approaches that enable the EU to live up to its commitments and responsibilities and drive 
changes to a one planet economy. Within the EU, this will require more cross-thematic 
engagement to avoid silos and achieve coherence, increased engagement with Member States 
to improve the implementation record, as well as more engagement with NGOS/CSOs, and also 
networks of inspectorates, prosecutors and judges to support practical progress with 
implementation and the rule of law. 

 
5. Finance the transition to sustainability:  Explore and encourage innovative financing routes 

such green bonds, sustainability focused pension funds, as well as improve the impacts of 
“traditional” funding at EU level (e.g. the EU-MFF, EU-ETS, LIFE) and Member State level (Green 
Public Procurement, full cost pricing, tax and subsidy reform, incentives for renewables and 
energy efficiency, lower VAT for repairs). Without progress on financing – both in focusing on 
sustainability investment and divesting from harmful investments - there risks being insufficient 
funds to enable the transition to sustainability. 

 

This CSO vision will be developed further in 2019 under a separate initiative – led by the EEB, with a grant from the 
German Government. Civil Society across the EU will be consulted in this process. 
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1 Implementing the 7th EAP and next steps towards an 8EAP 

This Action Paper is the outcome of a broader project on the outgoing Austrian Presidency and the 
8th Environment Action Programme (8EAP) (“AT 18 - From the Austrian EU Council Presidency to the 
8th EU Environment Action Programme"), organized by Umweltdachverband (UWD) in collaboration 
with European Environmental Bureau (EEB) and supported by the Austrian Ministry of Sustainability 
and Tourism (BMNT) and the European Union. 

In light of an assessment of future environmental challenges, this paper presents what still needs to 
be done in the priority areas of the 7EAP9, what should remain environmental priorities beyond 
2020, what specific action would be needed, and a first vision as to what an 8EAP could look like to 
address these. 

1.1 The aims and objectives of the 7EAP  

The 7th Environment Action Programme (7EAP), adopted by the European Parliament and the 
Council of the European Union in November 201310, came into force in January 2014 and priority 
objectives (see Box 1) need to be met by 2020. The 7EAP is guided by the long term vision: 

In 2050, we live well, within the planet’s ecological limits. Our prosperity and healthy environment 
stem from an innovative, circular economy where nothing is wasted and where natural resources 
are managed sustainably, and biodiversity is protected, valued and restored in ways that enhance 
our society’s resilience. Our low-carbon growth has long been decoupled from resource use, setting 
the pace for a safe and sustainable global society.  

7EAP http://ec.europa.eu/environment/pubs/pdf/factsheets/7eap/en.pdf  
 

The 7 EAP: its key objectives, ‘enabling’ measures, and horizontal priority objectives 

Three key objectives - Thematic priorities: 

 to protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital  

 to turn the Union into a resource-efficient, green, and competitive low-carbon economy 

 to safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to health and 
wellbeing  

Enabling Framework - Four "enabling" priority objectives  

 better implementation of legislation  

 better information by improving the knowledge base 

 more and wiser investment for environment and climate policy 

 full integration of environmental requirements and considerations into other policies  

Two horizontal priority objectives:  

 to make the Union's cities more sustainable 

 to help the Union address international environmental and climate challenges more effectively.  
 
In addition, the 7th EAP should be based on the precautionary principle, the principles of preventive action 
and of rectification of pollution at source and the polluter-pays principle. 
See Article 2 of the 7EAP (EU, 2013) 

                                                 
9
 The main text was written in June 2018 as this was an input to the Policy Forum. While there have been some key 

updates included for the second half of 2018, not all developments during the Austrian presidency term are noted here. 
For that see the EEB’s Assessment of the Austrian Presidency on https://eeb.org/ The 8EAP action plan elements have 
been drafted during the period up to December 2018. 
10

 DECISION No 1386/2013/EU OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 20 November 2013 on a General 
Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 “Living well, within the limits of our planet”  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/pubs/pdf/factsheets/7eap/en.pdf
https://eeb.org/
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Since the first programme launched in 1973, the EAP’s have evolved, with each new EAP addressing 
agreed priorities in a changing environmental, institutional and economy context, whilst taking on 
board the successes and failures of previous EAPs (see Box2). 

 

Context: The evolution of the EAPs – a dynamic process 

The 6th Environment Action Programme (6EAP), adopted in July 2002, was a 10-year framework for 
Community action on the environment, with four focal areas:  

 climate change;  

 nature and biodiversity;  

 environment and health and quality of life;  

 and natural resources and wastes. 

In addition, three horizontal and governance related approaches were adopted: ‘strategic approaches’; 
‘international issues’; and ‘environmental policy-making’, as were seven thematic strategies: air pollution; 
marine environment; prevention and recycling of waste; sustainable use of resources; urban environment; 
soil; and pesticides.  

The 6EAP assessment concluded that the 6EAP delivered benefits for the environment and an overarching 
strategic direction for environment policy. It also recognised that unsustainable trends persisted in the four 
priority areas of the 6th EAP. See Preamble (4) of the 7EAP (EU, 2013). 

The 5
th

 EAP – “Towards Sustainability” – focused on the four priorities: 

 to maintain the overall quality of life;  

 to maintain continuing access to natural resources;  

 to avoid lasting environmental damage;  

 to consider as sustainable a development which meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  

In addition, the integration of the environmental dimension in all major policy areas was a key objective. 
Secondly, there was a move from command-and-control approach to one of shared responsibility between 
the various actors, e.g. governments, industry and the public. Commitment to these was regarded as 
necessary to achieve the objectives. 

In summary, the EAPs often maintain the same themes from one EAP to another, but present them in 
different forms. New priorities are also added in a changing environmental, institutional and global context. 
And the form and structure of the EAPs change. 

The 7EAP is also not alone. As stated in the action plan, it should build on the Europe 2020 strategy, 
the Union climate and energy package, the Commission Communication on a Roadmap for moving to 
a low-carbon economy in 2050, the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020, the Roadmap to a Resource 
efficient Europe, the Innovation Union Flagship Initiative and the European Union Strategy for 
Sustainable Development. Meeting the objectives also builds on the implementation of the range of 
directive and regulations of the EU Acquis Communautaire, the EU budget, and wide range of 
national and regional policies, governance initiatives and funding. 
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2 To Protect, Conserve and Enhance the Union’s Natural Capital 

 

About the Objective: Natural Capital  

The first action area is linked to “natural capital” – from fertile soil and productive land and seas to fresh 
water and clean air – as well as the biodiversity that supports it. Natural capital includes vital services such as 
pollination of plants, natural protection against flooding, and the regulation of our climate. The Union has 
made commitments to halt biodiversity loss and achieve good status for Europe’s waters and marine 
environment.  

Moreover, it has put in place the means to achieve this, with legally-binding commitments including the Water 
Framework Directive, the Air Quality Directive, and the Habitats and Birds Directives, together with financial 
and technical support.  

To get there, the EAP expresses the commitment of the EU, national authorities and stakeholders to speed up 
the delivery of the objectives of the 2020 Biodiversity Strategy and the Blueprint to Safeguard Europe’s 
Water Resources.  

The EAP also identifies topics, which need further action at EU and national level, such as soil protection and 
sustainable use of land, as well as forest resources. The programme sets out the need for more effective 
action to protect oceans and seas, safeguard fish stocks and reduce marine litter. 

2.1 What has been done within the 7EAP context? 

EU-level action has been primarily framed by the strategic frameworks enabling and supporting the 
achievement of the natural capital objective. In particular, the actions put forward by the EU’s 
Biodiversity Strategy to 2020 and the Blueprint to Safeguard Europe’s Water Resources have been 
carried out primarily to support Member States in the implementation of the existing nature, water 
and marine legislation, to adopt new legal frameworks where gaps have been identified such as 
tackling invasive alien species or increasing water re-use as well as to increase coherence with other 
EU policies and funding instruments including on agriculture. Unfortunately, these actions have not 
been sufficient to date and the EU is set to miss its goal of halting and reversing the loss of 
biodiversity or bringing all its waters to ecological health. 

Examples of key actions include: 

Natura 2000 network 

The Natura 2000 network has been largely completed for terrestrial and inland water habitats, 
covering about 18 % of the land surface. The marine network coverage has increased to 7 %11, still 
below the 10 % global target. The implementation of the Nature Directives led to several species and 
habitats reaching favourable or improved conservation status compared to 2010 baseline, however, 
the important challenges remain including the need to ensure the effective management of Natura 
2000 sites and securing necessary finance to support the network. The Nature Directives have 
undergone a Fitness Check evaluation in 2016. This resulted in the adoption by the European 
Commission of an Action Plan for Nature, People and the Economy, which contains 15 measures to 
support implementation of the directives by 2019. 

                                                 
11

http://icm.eionet.europa.eu/ETC_Reports/SpatialAnalysisOfMarineProtectedAreaNetworksInEuropesSeas_VolumeA_201
7/Spatial%20Analysis%20MPA%20Networks_v1.5.pdf (p16) 

http://icm.eionet.europa.eu/ETC_Reports/SpatialAnalysisOfMarineProtectedAreaNetworksInEuropesSeas_VolumeA_2017/Spatial%20Analysis%20MPA%20Networks_v1.5.pdf
http://icm.eionet.europa.eu/ETC_Reports/SpatialAnalysisOfMarineProtectedAreaNetworksInEuropesSeas_VolumeA_2017/Spatial%20Analysis%20MPA%20Networks_v1.5.pdf
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Restoring ecosystems and their services (Green Infrastructure) 

The European Commission adopted an EU-wide Green Infrastructure strategy in 2013, promoting 
investments in green infrastructure including from EU funding instruments as well as increasing 
knowledge base. However, the development of a Trans-European Network for Green Infrastructure, 
the so-called “TEN-G” equivalent to the existing networks for transport, energy and ICT, has been 
abandoned. 

Invasive alien species 

The Regulation on invasive alien species entered into force in 2015, providing a set of measures to 
be taken across the EU in relation to 37 invasive alien species. The work is on-going to extend the list 
of invasive alien species so that the list includes the species that pose the greatest threat to the EU. 

EU initiative on pollinators 

Following a request from the European Parliament and the Council, the European Commission is 
currently developing EU initiative on pollinators aimed to tackle the causes of decline of pollinators 
and improve knowledge and collaboration. The JRC is working on pollinator maps to clarify the 
economic importance of wild pollinators to EU agriculture. 

Water  

The implementation of the Water Framework Directive has resulted in some improvements in water 
management across the EU and most Member States have developed next iteration of the river 
basin management plans. Most of the actions put forward in the Blueprint to Safeguard Water 
Resources have been implemented including new legal instrument to increase water reuse. 
However, the objectives of the WFD will not be achieved and only about 40% of the EU rivers lakes 
and wetlands are in good ecological health. There is N on-going fitness check evaluation of several 
pieces of the EU water legislation including the Water Framework and daughter directives which is 
expected to identify measures to improve their implementation. There are concerns regarding 
pressures to weaken the WFD given economic interests and lack of progress with meeting 
objectives.  

CAP 2014-2020 

The CAP 2014-2020 emphasised the joint provision of public and private goods by allocating 30% of 
the budget of its first pillar to ‘greening’. Farmers receiving an area-based payment have to comply 
with three measures deemed beneficial for the environment: diversifying crops, maintaining 
permanent grassland dedicating 5% of arable land to 'ecologically beneficial elements'. A proposal 
for the next CAP has been tabled by the European Commission and under negotiation. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1417443504720&uri=CELEX:32014R1143


2.2 Results: What is the status? 

The 7 EAP objectives - to protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital – are far from 
achieved and biodiversity loss and degradation of ecosystem services have continued since 2010 
baseline as confirmed by the EEA 2017 report indicators in the box below – though progress has 
been made in a range of areas. 

Natura 2000 network 

As regards the network of Natura 2000 sites – this has been growing significantly over recent years 
and now covers 18 % of the EU’s land area and almost 7% of its marine territory12, but many sites are 
still far from reaching good conservation status objectives and there are concerns that a number of 
sites, particularly marine protected areas are “paper parks”.  

Water 

Around 40 % of surface waters (rivers, lakes, transitional waters and coastal waters) are in good 
ecological status, while only 38 % of surface waters are in good chemical status. Groundwaters 
generally have better status: good chemical status has been achieved for 74 % of them, while 89 % 
achieved good quantitative status. European waters remain under pressure from water pollution, 
over-abstraction and structural change from a range of human activities. These pressures often act 
at the same time and affect the good functioning of ecosystems, contribute to biodiversity loss, and 
threaten the valuable benefits water provides to society and the economy. (EEA State of Water 
2018, report in prep). 

Air 

Data from the European Environmental Agency shows that releases of the 8 most reported 
pollutants have been stable (2007-2014), a decline of certain heavy metals by 15-40%, with high 
fluctuations for copper and arsenic. A small percentage of facilities are responsible for a high release 
or very specific sectors (e.g. intensive aquaculture, paper and wood production, chemical industry 
for nutrients, the energy sector, the metals production/processing and Mineral industry are mainly 
responsible for heavy metals releases)13. Upstream pollution prevention / control measures at 
source, such as within the review of Best Available Techniques Reference Documents (BREFs) under 
the Industrial Emissions Directive, have been set, with various degrees of ambition level.  

CAP 2014-2020 

As regards the introduction of ‘greening’ into the CAP, the accompanied introduced flexibility for 
Member States failed to deliver significant environmental benefits. First of all, the three greening 
measures have targeted only a relatively small number of farmers in Europe. Second the measures 
defined by Members Sates in order to comply with the new greening requirement failed to deliver 
on biodiversity and the environment.   

                                                 

12
 EEA (2016) Mid-term review of the EU biodiversity strategy to 2020 available 

at://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity/mid-term-review-of-the/ 

13
 EEA Emissions of pollutants to Europe’s waters –sources, pathways and trends, Technical report 3/2017).  
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Status of implementation:  

The EEA 2017 indicator report underlines that progress with the objectives is far from sufficient and 
that this issue remains a live issue for consideration under a future EAP. 

 

 
 
Source: https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017  

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017
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The EP’s Mid-term review of the Implementation of the 7th EAP noted that:  

 an improving trend is spotted for: 1. exposure of terrestrial ecosystems to eutrophication due to 
air pollution; 2. gross nutrient balance in agricultural land: nitrogen; 3. land take; 4. status of 
marine fish stocks;  

 a deteriorating trend is spotted for: (biodiversity in general) 1. abundance and distribution of 
selected species (common birds and grassland butterflies); 2. species of European interest; 3. 
habitats of European interest;  

 a stable or unclear trend for: 1. growing stock, increment and felling of forests, and 2. status of 
surface water. 

It also states that: all six initiatives/actions/instruments/requirements under Objective 1 were perceived as 
being insufficiently implemented at both EU and Member State level:  

 the Biodiversity strategy;  

 ensuring healthy fish stocks, combating marine litter, completing the Natura 2000 network of 
marine protected areas, and ensuring sustainable coastal zones management;  

 the Union air quality legislation and defining strategic targets and actions beyond 2020;  

 reducing soil erosion, increasing soil organic matter, remediating contaminated sites, adopting 
targets on soil and land as a resource, and adopting land-planning objectives;  

 reducing nitrogen & phosphorus emissions, improving source control & phosphorus recovery;  

 developing and implementing a renewed Union forest strategy.  

The mixed rate of progress is often attributed by respondents to ineffective policy implementation and 
integration at national level. 
 

“European Union member countries wrote and signed up to laws that could protect our oceans and end 
overfishing by 2020 if correctly implemented. But so far they are blatantly ignoring their own promises, while 
our marine ecosystems continue to be destroyed. With only a couple years left to act, the challenges are 
getting bigger every day”, said Monica Verbeek, Director of Seas At Risk 
 

 

 

2.3 What more needs to be done - within the 7EAP and beyond 2020? 

For priority objective 1: the EU's natural capital is not yet being protected, maintained and enhanced 
in line with the ambitions of the 7th EAP. The 2020 outlook remains bleak overall for the selected set 
of objectives related to this priority objective. (EEA, Environmental Indicator Report, 2017) 

Nature and water legislation 

The EU institutions and Member States need to significantly step up their efforts on 
implementation of the flagship nature and water legislation, it is possible to reach its ambitious 
objectives with increased political will and additional resources including from EU funding 
instruments as well as better coherence with other EU policies and socio-economic objectives. The 
European Commission needs to continue assisting Member States in implementation through 
guidance and better knowledge as well as significantly increase its enforcement efforts using all the 
tools at its disposal such as the Environmental Implementation Review, European Semester and 
access to the Court of Justice. The EU institutions also need to prioritise completing the necessary 
legal frameworks such as on Invasive Alien Species. Furthermore the review of EU legislation such as 
the Water Framework Directive should identify additional measures needed to improve its 
implementation rather than amend the legal text. 
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Action to safeguard and restore the EU’s natural capital will need to be stepped up beyond 2020 in 
order to reverse the current trends of loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services. The new post-
2020 strategy needs to be embedded in the Sustainable Development Goals framework and achieve 
a paradigm shift in mainstreaming biodiversity in other sectoral policies as well as mobilise the 
necessary resources. 

Air Pollution 

More efforts need to be put in place to strengthen upstream pollution prevention / control 
measures at source, such as within the review of Best Available Techniques Reference Documents 
(BREFs) under the Industrial Emissions Directive. Recent BREF documents, such as the BREF for 
Waste Treatment and the Waste Incineration have set emission levels associated with BAT also for 
indirect discharges, to promote improved pre-treatment at source for pollutants that may pose 
problems to the downstream Urban Waste Water Treatment plants or other environmental impacts 
(e.g. sewage sludge contamination).  

A better coherence of achieving the objectives set under the Water Framework and Industrial 
Emissions Directive and EU chemicals agenda on substitution of chemicals of concern should be 
promoted.  

Furthermore, the identification of new PS/PHS under the Water Framework Directive with better 
monitoring and upstream pollution prevention and control set through ambitious BAT-Conclusions in 
the relevant industry sectors should be systematically pursued. BAT-AEL for PHS should clearly show 
the technical feasibility to prevent pollution from industrial sources in order to achieve the cessation 
objective. The BREF should promote frontrunner performance of relevant sectors achieving the 
environmental quality standards instead of best average performance or reduced emissions. The 
HAZBREF initiative currently under review is also a promising tool to improve better linkage with 
those policy instruments and hopefully to provide concrete case studies on best practice to improve 
water quality related to industrial activities.  

A better attention to proper implementation by Member States is also required, in line with 
pollution prevention at source and pays. This would also include economic instruments to 
disincentive the use of chemicals of concern (e.g. hazardous substance use tax). 

Invasive alien species  

The EU’s IAS Regulation 1143/2014 has the potential to make a significant and sustained 
contribution to reducing the threat posed by Invasive Alien Species that Europe faces. Given the 
importance of the IAS Regulation in maintaining the EU’s economic and ecological wellbeing, it is 
important to: further increase the number of species on the EU’s IAS List so that the list includes the 
species that pose the greatest threat to the EU, and which cover the broadest range of invasion 
pathways including in the marine environment; and to contribute more resources to effectively 
implementing the Regulation so that the biosecurity threats from IAS are minimised. 

Overuse of fertilisers and the use of pesticides 

Our freshwater resources are being polluted by the overuse of fertilisers and the use of pesticides. 
Regarding the EU’s pesticide approval system there is a clear need for further transparency. Public 
support for pesticides is dwindling. Nearly 1 million people have signed a European Citizens Initiative 
(ECI) petition to ban the herbicide glyphosate and the use of dangerous pesticides. Whether for 
pesticide or fertiliser use a full health and environmental assessment should be carried out prior to 
their placement on the market. The precautionary principle should apply when situations show 
scientific complexity. 
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Reducing the pressure from human activities on marine ecosystems  

European seas are in a sorry state. Despite their legal commitment to have clean, healthy and 
productive seas by 2020 under the Marine Directive (2008/56/EC), successive governments have 
allowed overexploitation, pollution and mismanagement of an environment that was once abundant 
and diverse. As a matter of urgency, European governments need to fully implement the Marine 
Directive by taking ambitious measures to protect biodiversity (e.g. by protecting at least 30% of EU 
seas in networks of well-managed Marine Protected Areas), stop pollution (from contaminants, 
nutrients, waste, microplastics and noise) and end overfishing. They also need to apply the 
ecosystem-based approach when implementing the Maritime Spatial Planning Directive 
(2014/89/EU), i.e. ensuring that ecosystems are managed within the limits to their functioning and 
protected from the impacts of damaging activities at sea, such as fisheries, energy and resource 
exploration and exploitation, shipping and aquaculture. 

Marine litter – from macros plastics to microplastics 

This is a major and still growing problem, creating pressures on marine species and ecosystems as 
well as creating health risks, impacts on municipal budgets, and sector activities (fisheries, tourism, 
and shipping). Up to 50% of the marine litter on Europe’s beaches is made up of disposable, use-
once plastic items. Measures are primarily needed upstream (e.g. improving product design, banning 
single-use plastic), on waste and water infrastructures (e.g. improving recycling facilities) and on 
changing consumer habits (e.g. reducing the use of single-use plastic items, preventing littering). 
Clean-ups are also important tools, in particular for raising awareness of citizens, but should not be 
the main focus for action. The plastic strategy and circular economy package offers an opportunity 
for significant action. The agreement on the Single Use Plastics Directive in December 2018 is a very 
positive, albeit still limited, step towards addressing the challenge. 

Overfishing  

Overfishing is widely acknowledged to be one of the major threats to marine biodiversity. Correctly 
implemented, the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) should have led to sustainable fishing across the 
EU seas by 2015 or, at the latest, by 2020. However, Member States continue to allow many stocks 
to be fished above scientifically recommended exploitation levels. Therefore, full implementation of 
the CFP is essential for all commercially exploited fish and shellfish populations to be within safe 
biological limits, as also required by the Marine Directive. This means setting fishing limits below the 
maximum sustainable yield exploitation rate (Fmsy); ending discards through the landing obligation; 
reducing by-catch of non-target species and sexually immature fish through technical, spatial and 
temporal measures, and quota swaps; and establishing fish stock recovery areas, such as closures at 
spawning and nursery grounds.  

Common Agricultural Policy 

Intensive agricultural practices have a considerable negative impact on the EU's natural capital. The 
current CAP is inadequate to sufficiently reduce pressures on natural capital. Regrettably, the EU is 
not currently on track to meet several of its environmental and climate objectives, such as halting 
the decline of biodiversity by 2020 and achieving good status of water bodies, and addressing this 
requires joint action in several policy areas. Agriculture remains a key driver of environmental 
damage, with rapidly mounting evidence on the collapse of insect and bird populations in Member 
States linked to agricultural practices, along with severe pressures from farming on water, soils and 
greenhouse gas emissions. The Paris Climate Agreement requires a significant boost to the EU 
climate action, including in the field of agriculture and land use. Therefore it is crucial that the CAP 
post 2020 becomes more ambitious regarding environmental and climate objectives. The new CAP 
should help farmers to transition towards a more environmentally friendly agricultural production 



11 
 

model and should be based on a more holistic approach including consumption in order to 
transform our food systems. Such integrated approach would enable to take into account the 
interdependence between food production, ecosystems and human wellbeing. Unfortunately, the 
CAP proposal tabled by the European Commission doesn’t contain sufficient assurances that the 
above objectives will be met, as it gives very high levels of flexibility to Member States without due 
mechanisms to ensure accountability, positive environmental impact or value for money (as 
criticised by the European Court of Auditors). Negotiations are ongoing. 

Conclusions 

Each of the above issues will require not only attention to 2020, but will remain important 
challenges beyond 2020 and hence potential priority areas for an 8EAP. 
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3 Turning the Union into a resource-efficient, green, and competitive low-carbon 
economy  

 

About the Objective:  

As noted in the 7EAP, the Europe 2020 Strategy seeks to promote sustainable growth by developing a more 
competitive low-carbon economy that makes efficient, sustainable use of resources. Its ‘Resource-efficient 
Europe’ Flagship Initiative aims to support the shift towards an economy that is efficient in the way it uses all 
resources, absolutely decouples economic growth from resource and energy use and its environmental 
impacts, reduces GHG emissions, enhances competitiveness through efficiency and innovation and promotes 
greater energy and resource security, including through reduced overall resource use. The Roadmap to a 
Resource Efficient Europe and the Roadmap for moving to a competitive low-carbon economy are key 
building blocks of the Flagship Initiative. To be more specific, the 7EAP aims help ensure that: 

 
 the Union is expected to meet its 2020 climate and energy targets and is working towards reducing 

GHG emissions by 80–95 % by 2050 compared to 1990 levels;  

  the overall environmental impact of all major sectors of the Union economy is significantly reduced, 
resource efficiency has increased; 

  structural changes in production, technology and innovation, as well as consumption patterns and 
lifestyles have reduced the overall environmental impact; 

  waste is safely managed as a resource and to prevent harm to health and the environment, absolute 
waste generation and waste generated per capita are in decline...; 

  water stress in the Union is prevented or significantly reduced. 
 

 

3.1 What has been done within the 7EAP context? 

Addressing climate change, one of Juncker’s 10 priorities and core objective of the 7EAP’s priority 
objectives, has seen very considerable EU action in the last 6 years. The Circular Economy has also 
gained considerable attention and become a political priority with its multiple objectives of 
mitigating pressure on natural resources and reducing EU dependency on raw material imports 
while stepping up our economy towards sustainable patterns and creating jobs. Examples of policy 
initiatives include: 

Implementing the Union Climate and Energy Package 

This priority has arguably seen the greatest amount of policy action of all the 7EAP priorities. The 
7EAP and the Europe 2020 strategy picked up where the existing commitments of the European 
Union as defined in the Kyoto-protocol ended and turned it into a continuous policy with binding 
targets for 2020, 2030, and in 2015, with the Paris Agreement to finally halting global climate 
change.  

The key legal climate change measures include the existing “burden sharing agreement” among 
Member States into the Effort Sharing Decision, setting national targets for 2020 (406/2009/EC) and 
followed with the Climate Action Regulation, aka. Effort Sharing Regulation 2021-2030 that was 
finally agreed in 2018. Furthermore, there has been additional progress with Cars and CO2 regulation 
and with the proposed regulation on CO2 from heavy goods vehicles. 
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This was mirrored by industrial installations and the implementation of the ETS Phase 3 (2013 – 
2020) as extended by (2009/29/EC), and 2008/101/EC to include aviation activities in the EU ETS, 
and later on the Revision for phase 4 (2021-2030) or the EU ETS, agreed in 2017.  

Additional sectoral legislation included the F-Gas Regulation (517/2014) and the joint rules on 
accounting GHG emissions in Land use and forestry for 2021-2030, agreed in 2018.  

These legal instruments where supported and facilitated by a number of additional initiative 
including the 2011 Low-Carbon Economy Roadmap to 2050, the EU Adaptation Strategy Package 
from 2013, the Green Paper and subsequent proposal on a 2030 framework for climate and energy 
policies as part of the EU Energy Union Package, presented by the incoming Juncker Commission in 
2015. 

The developments around Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency have been of specific importance 
for this objective.  

For renewable energy the national targets of the Renewable Energy Directive (2009/28/EC) for 2020 
has triggered EU-wide action and created a revolution in the deployment of renewable technologies. 
This was supported by Horizon 2020 funding for research & innovation and NER300 programme for 
renewable energy technologies. To ensure a continuation and necessary acceleration of the energy 
transition the recast of the Renewable Energy Directive (RED II) for 2030 was proposed in 2016 and 
is at the time of writing still under negotiation.  

Similarly, in the field of Energy Efficiency the existing legal framework including earlier tools like the 
Energy Services Directive of 2006 was turned into a comprehensive tool with the Energy Efficiency 
Directive (2010/75/EU) and the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive (2010/31/EU). The 
implementation of both directives is still ongoing as they set objectives for 2020 but also appropriate 
revisions for the timescale of 2030 and beyond were necessary with the revision of the Energy 
Performance of Buildings Directive, setting a 2050 perspective for a nearly zero energy building 
stock, as agreed in early 2018 and the revision of the Energy Efficiency Directive for 2030 and 
beyond which is currently under negotiation.  

While these elements above have a direct reference to the objective of the 7EAP a range of legal 
tools in the field of energy were further developed and strengthened while being equally important 
for the 7EAP as for the aspects of the internal market and political aspects like energy security. 
These include: 

 Fuel Quality Directive (2009/30/EC);  

 TEN-E Regulation (347/2013); 

 3rd Internal Energy Market Package; 

 European Fund for Strategic Investment (EFSI) & European Structural and Investment Fund 
(ESIF); 

 EU Energy Union since February 2015; 

 Gas and Electricity Market Design revisions. 

Circular Economy and Waste 

Building on sustainable consumption and production policy, as well as on resources efficiency 
initiatives, Circular Economy has emerged over the last 6 years as a key priority to orient the 
economic development of Europe’s economy towards a more resource independent and efficient 
one. Numerous actions are now related to the Circular Economy agenda, and this is illustrated by the 
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adoption of the Circular Economy Package in December 2015 with an annex of 54 actions to be implemented 

between 2016 and 2019. These include:  

 Revision of the major Waste Framework directive, Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive, Landfill 
Directive, of Directives 2000/53/EC on end-of-life vehicles, 2006/66/EC on batteries and accumulators 
and waste batteries and accumulators, and 2012/19/EU on waste electrical and electronic equipment 
(action under the CE Package) aiming at increasing significantly the recycling of municipal and packaging 
waste, orienting our economy towards waste avoidance, as well as sharing best practices on waste 
management notably with regards to preparation for reuse, separate collection and producers 
responsibility; 

 Continuous Implementation of Ecodesign Directive (though very slow down from 2015 onward) with a 
more systematic inclusion of material efficiency provisions within the minimum requirements to place 
energy related products on the EU single market, as stated in the communication of the new Ecodesign 
Work Plan of November 2016;  

 Fitness Check of the EU Ecolabel Regulation to identify shortcomings and recommendations to reinforce 
the effectiveness of the instrument in promoting sustainable consumption and production;  

 Continuous setting of EU Ecolabel and Green Public Procurement criteria at EU level (though very slow 
down in terms of revisions and new product and services groups covered) and efforts to greening the single 
market through pilot methodology on Product Environmental Footprinting to identify environmental hot 
spots of products and opportunities to mitigate them; 

 Uptake by industry of the ‘Best Available Techniques’ under the Industrial Emissions Directive (IED) - to 
improve resource-use patterns and reduce emissions for 50 000 industrial installations; 

 Launch of the Plastics Strategy to address Single Use Plastics and plastic pollution, as well as aiming at only 
recyclable plastic packaging on the market by 2030, complemented by the Single Use Plastics Directive 
agreed at the end of 2018; 

 Reinforcing and stabilising the market for secondary raw materials through quality standard setting and 
addressing the interfaces between chemicals, products and waste policies with a view of cleaning material 
cycles in the long run, moving towards a toxic free environment, and considering the controversial issue of 
recycling contaminated materials with legacy substances; 

 Addressing the construction and demolition material flows in order to foster reuse and recycling of 
building materials through EU guidance documents; 

 Review of the bioeconomy strategy to shift from our fossil fuel dependency and orient 
market development towards bio-based solutions. 

Conclusions 

In summary, a wide range of initiatives have been undertaken and already some clear actions have 
been taken to contribute to the transition to a low carbon and circular economy at the EU level 
contributing to the second objective of the 7th EAP. The question of the proper implementation of 
these defined actions and their monitoring to assess their effectiveness is of utmost importance. 
However, it is unlikely that already defined measures and actions will be sufficient to answer the 
challenges of EU Paris commitment with regard climate change, of our SDGs commitments at global 
level and containing our economic development within the carrying capacity of the planet.   
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3.2 Results: What is the status? 

For priority objective 2, the 2020 outlook continues to show mixed progress. The EU is on track to 
meet climate and energy related targets. There have also been some resource efficiency 
improvements, while efforts so far to reduce the overall environmental impact of production and 
consumption (i.e. in the food, housing and mobility sectors) vary considerably in their success rates. 
(EEA, Environmental Indicator Report, 2017). 

 Moving towards a resource-efficient, green, and competitive low-carbon economy would require continuous 

efforts to better reflect in the price of our goods, services and materials the human health and environmental 
impacts of our energy and resources consumption. It seems we have so far focused policy on optimising a fossil fuel 
dependent and linear economy rather than try to radically alter our production and consumption patterns towards 
an absolute reduction of our environmental impacts. One dimension that is also yet far from being properly 
addressed is the consequences of the EU economic development and related resources consumption on the rest of 
the world. There may be a high risk of shifting some of the burden linked to our EU consumption to other countries 
and economies. Assessing and addressing this global dimension remains a challenge ahead of us.  

Status of implementation:  

The EEA 2017 indicator report underlines that progress with the objectives has been made, but that there are 
a range of further steps required. Furthermore, much more needs to be done to meet the overall ambition and 
hence that this issue remains a live issue for consideration under a future EAP. 

 

Source: https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017
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Notes: Resources productivity is stated improving, but this is based on Domestic Material Consumption and 
neglects the impacts of EU consumption outside its boundaries. If raw material consumption or total material 
consumption basis would be considered it is not obvious that EU resources productivity would have increased. 

On some other aspects linked to resources (not energy and climate), the indicators show at best a stagnating 
trend or more often a degrading trend (turning green to yellow): recycling of Muncipal Solid Waste (MSW), use 
of fresh water, animal by product consumption, share of environmental taxes and employment in 
environmental goods and services. 

 
The EP’s Mid-term review of the Implementation of the 7th EAP noted that:  

 An improving trend was spotted for: resource productivity; recycling of municipal waste; use of 
freshwater resources; total greenhouse gas emission trends and projections; share of renewable 
energy in gross final energy consumption; progress on energy efficiency in Europe; energy 
consumption by households; employment and value added in the environmental goods and services 
sector; environmental protection expenditure in Europe;  

 A deteriorating trend was spotted for: greenhouse gas emissions from transport;  

 A stable or unclear trend was spotted for: waste generation in Europe; consumption of meat, dairy, 
fish and seafood; and the share of environmental labour taxes in total tax revenues.  

 

3.3 What more needs to be done - within the 7EAP and beyond 2020? 

Finalisation and implementation of the 2030 climate and energy framework 

The new EU climate legislation for 2030 comprises national binding targets and measures as well as 
EU-wide instruments like the EU Emissions trading scheme. As part of the implementation of the 
future accounting rules for land use and forestry the definition of the national baselines and 
reference levels will be of special importance. The related 2030 energy framework with its 
instruments for the development of renewable energies, energy efficiency and the internal energy 
market is still under negotiation and needs to be concluded soon. A new element is being added 
with new integrated National Energy and Climate plans (NECPs) in the proposed Governance 
regulation that combines the planning, monitoring and reporting processes for climate and energy 
policies and facilitates EU coordination and adjustment of related policies. Specific initiatives 
needed, include: 

 Agree the new proposals by the end of 2018, so that the law can enter force before the EU 
elections in summer 2019 and ensure swift implementation; 

 Ensure the full implementation of the climate and energy framework; 

 Assess the National Energy and Climate plans and ensure that they collectively add up to the 
required EU ambition. 

Preparation of the EU’s mid-century, long-term low greenhouse gas emission development strategy, aka update 
of the 2050 roadmap 

As part of the Paris Agreement on climate change, the European Union and its member states 
committed to achieve a balance between anthropogenic emissions by sources and removals by sinks 
of greenhouse gases in the second half of this century, on the basis of equity, and in the context of 
sustainable development and efforts to eradicate poverty while, furthermore, pursuing efforts to 
limit global average temperature rise to 1,5 °C. The Paris Agreement establishes a ratchet-up 
mechanism, ensuring that all parties increase their ambition over time and requires the European 
Union and its Member States to communicate mid-century, long-term low greenhouse gas emission 
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development strategies to the UNFCCC secretariat by 2020. As part of the meeting of the Heads of 
States in March 2018, the European Council invited the European Commission to present by the first 
quarter in 2019 a proposal for an update of the 2050 roadmap in accordance with the Paris 
Agreement, taking into account the national plans:  

 Present the new proposals for an updated 2050 greenhouse gas emission reduction strategy 
in accordance with the Paris Agreement; 

 Enable a constructive participation of the European Union in the Talanoa dialogue and a 
contribution in line with the ratchet-up mechanism. 

Complementary tools for addressing key sources 

Limiting warming to 1.5°C requires global transformation with deep emission cuts enabling a zero carbon society by 
2050, or shortly thereafter, in line with the Earth Statement. If the EU is to lead this global endeavour, EU emissions 
should be close to zero earlier. The most cost effective solution is a transition from fossil based power supply to non-
combustion renewable based economy with rigorous implementation of full potential of energy demand reduction. 
An updated 2050 roadmap must therefore result in a complete fossil fuel phase out in energy generation by latest 
2030 and set out a path to net-zero EU emissions of harmful pollutants, including GHG. The main elements of tools 
that need to be updated at EU and Member States level are as follows:  

 Revised Energy Taxation Directive, to implement earlier decisions on phasing out environmentally harmful 
subsidies ; 

 Review of EU state aid rules on environmental protection and energy to only reward innovative solutions 
going beyond Best Available Techniques, fully implementing the polluter pays principle and providing the 
best value to EU citizens on overall environmental protection; 

 Mandatory energy efficiency requirements for large scale industrial industry, in particular large 
combustion plants in line to “new plant” standards set in the revised LCP BREF and deletion of Article 9(2) 
of the Industrial Emissions Directive; 

 Support of EU carbon price floor or national carbon price floors in support of the EU –ETS; 

 A coherent policy on biomass use for energy purposes (cascade of use principle).  
 
 

Circular Economy, waste, and products 

Knowledge base  

The potential of a circular economy is today hampered by a lack of accessible data on products 
contents with regards to chemical substances, materials and performances. An EU information 
system for products placed on the market should be investigated, building on existing initiatives in 
different sectors, notably the launch of a database for energy labelled products that could set a 
precedent for a more systematic release of material content and performances information. This 
system could be coupled to the development of a harmonised information system with regards to 
chemical content in products and materials. This would contribute towards a toxic free environment, 
prevent perpetuating toxic legacy through uninformed recycling and enhance circular consumption 
patterns by informing businesses and consumers on hazardous contents of the products/services 
they consider, thus potentially orienting them towards cleaner alternatives.  

A significant amount of work has been carried out on the Product Environmental Footprints (PEF) 
and the knowledge and processes could be useful to support other policy tools and initiatives (e.g. 
PEF could help fighting misleading green claims in the context of the implementation/application of 
Directive 2005/29/EC on unfair commercial practices without creating a PEF mark or even a graded 
PEF label that would confuse consumers; PEF could also support requirements setting in product 
policy instruments by helping to identify hotspots and avoiding trade-offs, although performance 
classes exclusively based on LCA impact categories would not be sufficient).  

Design of products and services 
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As 80% of environmental impacts are determined at the design stage, it should be explored how to 
extend Ecodesign experience on energy related products towards non-energy related products, and 
target an overall life extension, increased reparability and sustainability of products. The market 
surveillance activities controlling compliance of products and services placed on the market with 
minimum requirements is also to be enhanced in order to ensure a real level playing field among 
economic actors and the delivery of expected energy and resources savings. 

EU Ecolabel Scheme 

The EU Ecolabel Scheme is the only existing European wide, third-party verified process that can 
identify products and services of environmental excellence in a reliable manner. The scheme should 
be reinforced as a sign-post for the circular economy and non-toxic environment and a trustworthy 
information tool against companies’ self-claims and the proliferation of green claims. The 
Commission and Member States should increase public recognition and awareness of the label (e.g. 
through EU and national strategies for communication, enhanced use in Green Public Procurement 
and other national support schemes, including financial incentives for consumers and/or companies 
using ecolabelled products and better cooperation with national/regional Ecolabels).  

Waste policy  

Waste prevention should be given more prominence when setting legally binding targets to ensure a 
quicker decrease of waste production per capita. Food waste is a priority in that respect. Reuse and 
preparation for reuse targets should also be defined. These dimensions are to be documented with 
relevant methodologies as required by new Waste law, but the 8th EAP should ensure ambitious 
targets are not postponed further. Furthermore, there is a need to improve implementation of 
waste policy so that it actually delivers its full potential. 

Overall resources efficiency 

The EU still has no headline target with regards to overall resources efficiency improvement, and the 
impacts of our resources consumption beyond our boundaries are largely neglected, creating a false 
perception of our decoupling trend. The contribution of the agriculture sector on resources use and 
productivity evolution is not yet well captured and there is a coherence gap between the CAP and 
our resource efficiency goal (food loss and meat production and consumption). The review of the 
bioeconomy strategy could be a powerful leverage in that perspective, bridging together a more 
sustainable agriculture policy, the intent of bio-based economy to shift from fossil fuel dependency 
and the circular economy approaches. It appears essential to inject circular economy principles in 
the development of the bio-based economy to prevent from exerting an unsustainable pressure on 
biomass in our way out from fossil fuel. Without a resources conservation approach and the 
optimisation of every single unit of bio-based material we use according to material loops, the shift 
from non renewable fossil fuel to renewable bio-based sources may quickly appear non-sustainable 
either. 

Green finances 

Balancing better resources taxation versus labour taxation should be further promoted and actually 
implemented. Environmental fiscal reform at national level should receive more attention, as well as 
the deployment of proven economic instruments to better manage waste and resources. Finally 
financial services and schemes supporting the uptake of circular practices at both business and 
consumers level should be promoted. Applying a tax on use of hazardous substances would support 
the objective described above on the “knowledge base” and circular economy objective as well as 
support the objective of substitution of substances of concern.   
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4 To safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to 
health and wellbeing  

 

About the Objective:  

Water pollution, air pollution and chemicals remain among the general public’s top environmental concerns 
in the Union. In order to safeguard the Union’s citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to 
health and well-being, the 7th EAP shall ensure that by 2020 (inter alia): 

 Outdoor air quality has significantly improved, moving closer to WHO recommended levels, while 
indoor air quality has improved, informed by the relevant WHO guidelines; 

 Noise pollution has significantly decreased, moving closer to WHO recommended levels; 

 Citizens benefit from high standards for safe drinking and bathing water; 

 The combination effects of chemicals and safety concerns related to endocrine disruptors are 
effectively addressed in all relevant Union legislation, and risks for the environment and health, in 
particular in relation to children, associated with the use of hazardous substances, including 
chemicals in products, are assessed and minimised; 

 The use of plant protection products does not have any harmful effects on human health or 
unacceptable influence on the environment, and products are used sustainably; 

 Safety concerns related to nanomaterials and materials with similar properties are effectively 
addressed as part of a coherent approach in legislation. 

Non-toxic environment strategy - the 7th Environment Action Programme (7th EAP) mandated the European 
Commission to develop by 2018 "a Union strategy for a non-toxic environment that is conducive to innovation 
and the development of sustainable substitutes including non-chemical solutions, building on horizontal 
measures to be undertaken by 2015 to ensure:  

(1) The safety of manufactured nanomaterials and materials with similar properties;  
(2) The minimisation of exposure to endocrine disruptors;  
(3) Appropriate regulatory approaches to address combination effects of chemicals; and  
(4) The minimisation of exposure to chemicals in products, including, inter alia, imported products, with 

a view to promoting non-toxic material cycles and reducing indoor exposure to harmful substances." 

4.1 What has been done within the 7EAP context? 

Chemicals 

In preparation of the strategy for a non-toxic environment, a comprehensive study was 
commissioned. 

The study provides (through several sub-studies) an overview of the state of play and identifies gaps 
and deficits in the current EU chemicals policy and legislative framework, in relation to the 
achievement of the non toxic environment goal.  

With this purpose, the study describes the drivers and the policy instruments needed for 
implementing the strategy, such as a sub-study that analyses the implementation of the substitution 
principle in European chemical legislation, along with the practices and challenges faced by the 
companies when substituting hazardous chemicals in processes and products and explores the 
extent to which grouping strategies could be used to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
regulatory process.  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/action-programme/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/NTE%20main%20report%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20a%20substitution%20grouping%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20a%20substitution%20grouping%20NTE%20final.pdf
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Another important aspect tackled by the study is the various aspects of the production and use of 
chemicals in consumer products (articles) and material cycles. It characterises challenges of 
regulating the content of toxic substance in articles; communication on the content of and potential 
risks from toxic substances in articles and material cycles; and the communication as well as 
organisational problems arising from the avoidance of toxic substances in a circular economy.  

A third sub-study report focuses on the population groups that are particularly vulnerable to the 
negative effects of exposure to chemicals, and how these groups can be (better) protected.  

The study also investigates the case for regulating substances solely on the basis of their persistence 
in the environment as these substances may remain in the natural and man-made environments for 
an indefinite time and eventually reach levels leading to the same type of continuous exposure as 
occurs with bioaccumulation and to harmful effects to health, environment and natural resources.  

Another sub-study provide information on the factors and driving forces that influence the 
competitiveness and innovation of the European chemical industry and the development of 
sustainable substitutes including the needs and options to foster the development of new, non-/less 
toxic substances. 

Finally, this study describes the current methodologies for finding new and/or emerging risks (early 
warning systems) in order to avoid unpredicted damages caused by hazardous substances exposures 
of workers, consumers and the environment.  

On the other hand, the EU Mercury regulation to put in place remaining provisions for the EU to 
comply with the Minamata Convention was adopted in May 2017.  

Air pollution  

In December 2013, just after the adoption of the 7th EAP, the European Commission announced a 
“New policy package to clean up Europe's air”. The package includes a “Clean Air Programme for 
Europe”, a set of measures and instrument to tackle air pollution, a revised National Emission 
Ceilings Directive (adopted in December 2016) and a proposal for a new Directive to reduce 
pollution from medium-sized combustion installations (adopted in November 2015). In the 
framework of the Industrial Emission Directive, several best available techniques (BAT) conclusions 
for large air point sources have been adopted, the most prominent being the large combustion 
plants BREF, published in August 2017. However there is a large degree of flexibility offered to 
Member States when implementing those EU benchmarks and a data gap in effective reporting. 

 

4.2 Results: What is the status? 

EU level  

For priority objective 3: the 2020 outlook for this objective also continues to be mixed. On the one 
hand, there have been substantial reductions in emissions of air and water pollutants in recent 
decades. On the other, key concerns persist around air quality and noise pollution in urban areas and 
chronic exposure of the population to complex mixtures of chemicals in products. (EEA, 
Environmental Indicator Report, 2017) 

Chemicals 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20b%20articles%20non-toxic%20material%20cycles%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20c%20children%20vulnerable%20popul.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20c%20children%20vulnerable%20popul.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20d%20very%20persistent%20subst.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20d%20very%20persistent%20subst.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20e%20innovation%20competitiveness%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20f%20non-less%20toxic%20subst.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20f%20non-less%20toxic%20subst.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20g%20early%20warning%20syst.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20g%20early%20warning%20syst.%20NTE%20final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/pdf/Sub-study%20f%20non-less%20toxic%20subst.%20NTE%20final.pdf
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In order to build on the non-toxic environment strategy, the 7th EAP mandated horizontal measures 
to be undertaken by 2015 to ensure: the safety of manufactured nanomaterials and materials with 
similar properties; the minimisation of exposure to endocrine disruptors; appropriate regulatory 
approaches to address combination effects of chemicals and the minimisation of exposure to 
chemicals in products, including, inter alia, imported products, with a view to promoting nontoxic 
material cycles and reducing indoor. 

These horizontal measures have not yet been implemented.  

Moreover, the Union so far failed to make progress in developing a Union strategy for a non-toxic 
environment that is conducive to innovation and the development of sustainable substitutes 
including nonchemical solutions and exposure to harmful substances. It will most probably miss the 
2018 deadline. 

On the other hand measures in relation to the ratification and implementation of the Minamata 
Convention were carried out. The EU Mercury regulation was adopted in May 2017, putting in place 
provisions to meet the requirements of the Minamata Convention on Mercury. The Convention was 
then ratified right after by the EU and seven Member States. Other Member states have ratified 
since then.  

Air pollution  

More than 400,000 early deaths in Europe are still caused by air pollution, a report published in 2017 
by the European Environment Agency found. Member States are constantly breaching existing air 
quality standards with consequent high health and environmental costs. Binding national emission 
reduction targets had been established for 2020 and 2030: despite that, levels of some pollutants 
are still increasing. 

Status of implementation:  

The EEA’s 2017 indicator report underlines that the objective to safeguard EU citizens from environmental-
related pressures and risks to health and well-being is far from being achieved, despite some areas of progress. 
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 Source: https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017 

 
The EP’s Mid-term review of the Implementation of the 7th EAP noted that the Commission EIR identified air 
quality and noise as the policy fields where the main challenges and most pressing implementation gaps across 
Member States are found with relevance to Objective 3. Among the spotted problems in terms of ambient air 
quality and noise, reportedly together responsible for hundreds of thousands of premature deaths per year, 
are: 

 The Commission has undertaken legal action against the majority of Member States for exceeding 
PM10 limit values, and against almost half of Member States for NO2 exceedances and for lack of 
effective measures taken at national level; 

 as regards PM10 pollution from domestic heating, measures addressing solid fuel burning (banned in 
some cities with high PM10 levels) need to be implemented by 18 Member States; agricultural waste 
burning is still contributing to high levels of PM10 pollution and needs to be addressed; 

 As regards NO2, measures need to target diesel vehicles, for instance by introducing stringent low-
emission zones in inner city areas or by phasing out preferential tax treatment;  

 the EIR indicates that for the current five-year reporting cycle, more than 30 % of the required noise 
maps and around 60 % of the action plans are missing.  

 As to point source emitters, the EEA
14

 finds that decrease in pollution is attributed to increased 
regulation such as the IED (BAT standards) and improved energy efficiency requirements. Energy 
production is still responsible for the largest fraction of most air pollutants required to be reported 
and accounted for more than 1/3 of air pollution of Hg, NOx, PM10, SOx and CO2 followed by iron 
and steel and non-ferrous metals 

                                                 
14

 https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/industrial-pollution-in-europe/assessment 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017
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4.3 What more needs to be done - within the 7EAP and beyond 2020? 

Air pollution  

The quality of air has been a major source of public concern and is expected to remain a key health 
and environment priority until the end of the 7EAP and into the 2020s. Key actions needed include: 

 The enforcement of existing legislation, also through legal means, is a key priority. Member 
States have made commitments and need to be kept accountable.  

 Compliance should be ensured “as soon as possible” (as stated by the Ambient Air Quality 
Directives) and also long-term strategies should be established in order to cut down emissions 
from transport, energy, industry, agriculture, domestic heating and other sources. Rigorous 
implementation of stricter emission levels associated with the use of BAT and refraining the use 
of derogations allowed by the IED. 

 Different levels of governance should work together in order to identify the measures that 
work better in the different contexts, and financial support should be granted only to 
measures/actions/programmes, which really contribute to a cleaner air in the EU.  

 EU legislation should be in line with the latest WHO recommendations on air quality.  

 And an efficient and harmonised monitoring system should be put in place and data gathered 
should be easily accessible by the public, ideally in real time. For point source emitters, 
implementation of the recommendations of the EEB report “Burning: the evidence”15  
 

Chemicals 

Concerns about health and environmental impacts of chemicals has grown in recent years, as 
increasing evidence underlines the risks that chemicals pose. To reduce the risks, comply with 
legislation and other commitments, and to address public concern, the following actions are needed: 
 

 The implementation of the horizontal measures committed to in the 7EAP should be 
accelerated;  

 An ambitious and comprehensive non-toxic environment strategy should be developed by 
the Commission in close collaboration with the Member States and the Union institutions; 

 Innovation and substitution, including non-chemical alternatives, should be encouraged and 
green chemistry promoted;  

 Public’s right to information to enable consumers to make informed choices should be 
guaranteed. 

Under REACH:  

Quick implementing actions foreseen in the REACH Evaluation process are necessary in addition to: 

 Stepping up efforts to ensure that, by 2020, all substances of very high concern (SVHC) are 
included in the REACH candidate list and improving the identification of new substances of very 
high concern, in particular those with endocrine-disrupting properties; 

 Effectively phasing out the substances of concern for human health and environment; 

 Implementing the “no data, no market” principle including measures to effectively oblige 
companies to fully comply with their obligations to provide adequate information on the 
hazards, uses and exposure of the chemicals they market and procedures to remove dossier 
non-compliances or data gaps; 

                                                 
15

 http://eeb.org/most-eu-countries-failing-to-ensure-effective-access-to-industrial-pollution-information/ 

http://eeb.org/most-eu-countries-failing-to-ensure-effective-access-to-industrial-pollution-information/
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 Increase transparency, in particular of non-compliant companies and chemicals in articles; 

 Acting without delay and ensuring proper and effective implementation of the precautionary 
principle, which grounds Union policy on the environment and specifically underpin the REACH 
Regulation; 

 Promote safer chemicals and products, sustainable innovation and clean production; 
effectively shifting the burden of proof to companies and applying the polluter pays principle; 

 Improving the information on hazards and risks of chemicals in consumer products; 

 Bringing low-volume production substances and polymers into the REACH regulation; 

 Supporting development of non-toxic material cycles to minimise the adverse effect of all 
wastes on human health and the environment. 

Under the interface chemicals, products and waste: 

 A legal framework that is not less protective of human health and the environment when 
materials are recovered from waste and when products are made of recovered materials. This 
means notably requiring appropriate decontamination of waste before it can be recovered and 
rejecting the possibility of more lenient threshold levels of hazardous contents when applied to 
recovered secondary raw materials compared to virgin primary raw materials. Associated sound 
requirements for verification and control processes are needed as well; 

 Transparency: Information on hazardous chemicals properly passed along the material cycle, 
through legally binding requirements for full transparency on the chemical contents in all 
constituent components of products together with requirements for information sharing 
between all stakeholders in supply chains. 

On Mercury: 

 The implementation and enforcement of the provisions of the EU Mercury regulation should be 
assured, especially with respect to the supply and trade provisions, the mercury and mercury 
compounds’ export ban, mercury use in industrial processes and products, as well as dental 
amalgam.  

 Special attention should be paid in relation to the measures related to mercury use in dentistry, 
to ensure its phase out sooner rather than later.  
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5 Enabling Framework: Improving Implementation, Knowledge Base and Science-Policy-
Interface, Secure investments, Integration  

 

Enabling Priority 4: To maximise the benefits of Union environment legislation by improving implementation  

The high number of infringements, complaints and petitions in the area of the environment shows the need for an 
effective, workable system of checks and balances at national level to help identify and resolve implementation problems, 
along with measures to prevent them from arising in the first place. Efforts in the period up to 2020 will focus on delivering 
improvements in four key areas: 

First, the way knowledge about implementation is collected and disseminated will be improved to help the general public 
and environment professionals fully understand the purpose and benefit of Union environment legislation and how 
national and local administrations give effect to Union commitments.  

Second, the Union will extend requirements relating to inspections and surveillance to the wider body of Union 
environment law, and further develop inspection support capacity at Union level. Reinforced peer review and best practice 
sharing, as well as agreements for joint inspections within Member States, at their request, are to be encouraged. 

Third, the way in which complaints about implementation of Union environment law are handled and remedied at national 
level will be improved where necessary. 

Fourth, Union citizens will have effective access to justice in environmental matters and effective legal protection, in line 
with the Aarhus Convention and developments brought about by the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty and recent case 
law of the Court of Justice of the European Union.  

Enabling Priority 5: To improve the knowledge and evidence base for Union environment policy 

Steps should be taken at Union and international level to further strengthen and improve the science-policy interface and 
citizen engagement (Para 67, 7EAP). The pace of current developments and uncertainties surrounding likely future trends 
requires further steps to maintain and strengthen this knowledge and evidence base in order to ensure policy in the Union 
continues to draw on a sound understanding of the state of the environment, possible response options and their 
consequences (Para 68). To meet the 7EAP requires, in particular: 

 Coordinating, sharing and promoting research efforts at Union and Member State level with regard to addressing 
key environmental knowledge gaps, including the risks of crossing environmental tipping-points and planetary 
boundaries; 

 Adopting a systematic and integrated approach to risk management, particularly in relation to the evaluation and 
management of new and emerging policy areas and related risks as well as the adequacy and coherence of 
regulatory responses. 

 Simplifying, streamlining and modernising environmental and climate change data and information collection, 
management, sharing and re-use, including the development and implementation of a Shared Environmental 
Information System; 

 Developing a comprehensive chemical exposure and toxicity knowledge base, which draws on data generated 
without animal testing where possible.  

 Intensifying cooperation at international, Union and Member State level on the environment science policy 
interface (SPI) 

Enabling Priority 6: adequate investment from public and private sources to achieve 7EAP objectives  

In order to secure investment for environment and climate policy and address environmental externalities, the 7th EAP 
shall ensure that by 2020: 

 Environment and climate policy objectives are achieved in a cost-effective way and are supported by adequate 
finance; 

 Public and private sector funding for environment and climate-related expenditure is increased; 

 The value of natural capital and ecosystem services, as well as the costs of their degradation are properly 
assessed and considered in policy-making and investments. 
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This requires, inter alia: 

 Phasing out environmentally harmful subsidies; increasing the use of market-based instruments; expanding 
markets for environmental goods and services; 

 Facilitating the development & access to innovative financial instruments and funding; 

 Reflecting environment and climate priorities in policies and funding strategies to support economic, social and 
territorial cohesion; 

 Making full and efficient use of available Union funding for environmental action, including by devoting 20 % of 
the budget to climate change mitigation and adaptation through the mainstreaming of climate action and linking 
that funding to clear benchmarks, target setting, monitoring and reporting;  

 Integrating environmental and climate- considerations into the European Semester process,; 

 Developing and applying alternative indicators that complement and go beyond GDP;  

 Putting in place incentives and methodologies that stimulate companies to measure the environmental costs of 
their business and disclose environmental information as part of their annual reporting; 

 Encouraging companies to exercise due diligence, including throughout their supply chain; 

Enabling Priority Objective 7: Full integration of environmental requirements & considerations into other policies 

Integrating environmental protection concerns into other Union policies and activities has been a Treaty requirement since 
1997. In order to improve environmental integration and policy coherence, the 7th EAP shall ensure that by 2020 sectoral 
policies at Union and Member State level are developed and implemented in a way that supports relevant environment 
and climate-related targets and objectives. This requires, in particular: 

 Integrating environmental and climate-related conditionalities and incentives in policy initiatives, including 
reviews and reforms of existing policy, as well as new initiatives, at Union and Member State level; 

 Carrying out ex-ante assessments of the environmental, social and economic impacts of policy initiatives at 
appropriate Union and Member State level to ensure their coherence and effectiveness; 

 Fully implementing the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive and the Environmental Impact Assessment 
Directive; 

 Using ex-post evaluation information relating to experience with implementation of the environment acquis in 
order to improve its consistency and coherence; 

 Addressing potential trade-offs in all policies in order to maximise synergies and avoid, reduce and, if possible, 
remedy unintended negative effects on the environment 

5.1 What has been done within the 7EAP context? 

5.1.1 Improving Implementation  

In addition to the environmental theme related actions noted in the earlier chapters, some 
horizontal governance initiatives have been launched. These are presented in turn below.  

In 2016, the Environmental Implementation Review (EIR) process was formally launched (initiated 
during the Luxembourg Presidency in 2015), responding to the recognition that the implementation 
of the EU environmental acquis was proving a major challenge across many Member States, with 
significant implementation gaps in European environmental legislation in air quality, biodiversity, 
water quality and management, waste management, and noise. This implementation deficit leads to 
important environmental, economic and social costs, and reduces the credibility of national and EU 
authorities to its citizens;  
 
As with the European Semester (see box), there is a regular analysis of the state of progress with 
implementation in Member States and recommendations for action (CSRs: country specific 
recommendations). There are also important national dialogues, and an initiative for peer-to-peer 
support across Member States, and initiatives on compliance assurance to help address the 
implementation deficit - the 'EU actions to improve environmental compliance and governance' 
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(COM/2018/10)16, and the EC Decision C(2018)10, establishing a new high-level expert group 
entitled the 'Environmental Compliance and Governance Forum'; 
 
 
The European Semester 
In 2010, the European Commission launched the European Semester process to help coordinate economic policies 
across the EU, providing country-specific recommendations (CSRs) each year. ‘Greening the European Semester” is 
part of this process, aiming to ensure that macro-economic policies are environmentally sustainable. Past CSRs have 
focused on, for example, improving economic signals through environmental tax reform and reforming 
environmentally harmful subsidies, as well as recommendations to encourage resource efficiency and a transition to 
a circular economy. The process has received less political attention in recent years, and this should be rectified. 

 

 
Aarhus  
All EU Member States and the EU itself are Parties to the Aarhus Convention (which entered into 
force 31 October 2001). The table below summarises the state of play. The key developments during 
the period of the 7 EAP have been: 

 The withdrawal of the 2003 proposal for a directive on access to justice in May 2014 and the 
adoption of non-binding guidance on access to justice in April 2017 – this interpretative 
guidance is a useful interim measure pending the issuing of a legislative proposal on access 
to justice. There remains a need to re-launch negotiations on an EU Directive on Access to 
Justice.  

 The finding by the Aarhus Convention Compliance Committee of non-compliance by the EU 
with the Convention in March 2017 (case C-32), confirming the need to align the Aarhus 
Regulation (1367/2006) with the Aarhus Convention – in particular, the limitation of the type 
of measures which could be challenged under the access to justice provisions of the 
Regulation to ‘measure[s] of individual scope’ was deemed not compatible with the 
Convention. A consultation was opened, closing on 5 June. 
 

Aarhus Convention: State of Play 
 

 
Access to 
Information  
the right of everyone 
to receive 
environmental 
information that is 
held by public 
authorities  

Public Participation  
the right of citizens 
and NGOs to 
participate in 
environmental 
decision-making.  

Access to Justice 
the right to review procedures to 
challenge public decisions that have 
been made without respecting the two 
aforementioned rights or 
environmental law in general  

Member 
State  

Directive 2003/4/EC  Directive 
2003/35/EC & 
specified in range 
of other directives : 
e.g. WFD (Directive 
2000/60/EC )  

2017: Notice on Access to Justice in 
Environmental Matters  (2017/C 
275/01) (non-binding guidance) 
2003 COM proposal was blocked by 
MSs and eventually withdrawn by 
COM  

EU  Regulation 1367/2006 “The Aarhus Regulation”  The 2006 regulation, for the 
information pillar, modifies an earlier 2001 regulation on access to docs 

Infringement proceedings and ECJ cases 

                                                 
16

 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/legal/pdf/COM_2018_10_F1_COMMUNICATION_FROM_COMMISSION_TO_INST_EN_V8_P1_959219.pdf 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32003L0004
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32003L0035
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32003L0035
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32000L0060
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32000L0060
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:2017:275:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:2017:275:TOC
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When Member States are suspected to be in breach of EU law, the European Commission has the 
right and the duty to launch the so called “infringement proceedings”: the European Commission 
and the Member State concerned start a formal dialogue where Member States provide information 
to dissipate the doubts about their compliance with EU law. If the information shared by Member 
States does not prove to be sufficient, the European Commission proceeds with the legal action in 
front of the European Court of Justice. The ECJ has then the power to assess if the Member States is 
breaching EU law.  
 
A few recent cases can better explain how key the European Commission’s role is in ensuring a full 
and coherent implementation of EU law at national level: 

 in April 2017, at the end of an infringement procedure against Bulgaria, the European Court 
of Justice found this Member State to be in breach of the Ambient Air Quality Directives 
(referring to an older judgment stating that all EU citizens have the enforceable "right to 
clean air", Janecek case); 

 In February 2018 the European Court of Justice, following the European Commission’s 
decision to send another Member State to Court, found that also Poland was in breach of EU 
law on air quality. 

 6 additional Member States were sent to Court in May 2018 for not having ensured to their 
citizens the right to clean air. 

5.1.2 Improving the Knowledge Base and Science-Policy-Interface (SPI) 

There have been a range of measures and initiatives to improve the evidence base and its 
integration into the SPI, including:  

 Implementation of the Shared Environmental Information System principle of ‘produce 
once, use often’ and the common approaches and standards on acquisition and collation of 
consistent spatial information under the INSPIRE and Copernicus systems; as well as  

 Other environmental information systems for Europe - e.g. Biodiversity Information System 
for Europe (BISE), the Water Information System for Europe (WISE), MAES;  

 Use of strategic environmental assessments (SEA) and environmental impacts assessments 
(EIAs) with due consultation and timely integration into policy processes; 

 Accounting – e.g. regulation on environmental accounts – and development of material 
flow accounts et al.; 

 Analysis of environmental footprints (e.g. product environmental footprints) to help inform 
policy making and provide information on supply chain impacts business-to-business and to 
consumers (e.g. via QR or bar codes). Or improved data portals allowing benchmarking of 
industries in environmental performance17.  

5.1.3 Securing investments for climate and environment 
 
The EU Budget - MFF 2014-2020 – is the main direct EU source of securing investments for climate 
and environment. The annual EU budget is around €145 bn, equivalent to about 1% of EU GDP (Total 
budget over 2014-2020: 1,087 billion EUR, or 1.03% of GNI). Most is spent on Smart and Inclusive 
Growth (that comprises: “competitiveness for growth and jobs” and economic, social and territorial 
cohesion”) and on Sustainable Growth: Natural resources (mainly the common agricultural policy. 
Research’s share of the EU budget has grown over EU budgets, to around EUR10bn/year. The Life 
environment programme accounts for just EUR0.4bn/year – i.e. around 0.3% of the budget. 
 

                                                 
17

 (see recommendations http://eeb.org/most-eu-countries-failing-to-ensure-effective-access-to-industrial-pollution-
information/) 
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There is funding for the environment within the broader headings. First there is a 20% climate 
proofing commitment – i.e. that 20% of the budget should be targeted at climate change related 
activities (mitigation or adaptation). Then there are also agri-environmental measures within the 
CAP and a range of green economy related activities within the Smart and Inclusive growth line – 
however, the level of greening is far lower than needed to meet the objectives of the 7EAP. 
 
In addition, revenues from the EU-ETS should prove to be an important source at the Member State 
level - the EU ETS Directive (Directive 2003/87/EC) states at least 50% of the revenues from 
auctioned allowances should support climate and energy activities, including on GHG reduction, RES 
development, CCS, energy efficiency, low-emission and public transport, and measures to avoid 
deforestation. While initially allowance was allocated by grandfathering and there were no auctions, 
by 2013 40% of the allowances were auctioned. This proportion is increasing as some sectors will 
also transition to auctioning18. Revenues from EU ETS allowance auctions were around 3.2 billion 
EUR in 2014 and 4.9 billion EUR in 201519.  

5.2 Results: What is the status? 

5.2.1 Improving Implementation  

As noted for each of the thematic priorities, there are major implementation deficits and a 
recognition that improved implementation is a priority and a necessity. This is also being supported 
by the REFIT analysis – e.g. on the Birds and Habitats directive REFIT it was concluded that the 
directives were fit for purpose and that it was implementation that was weak and that this, in turn, 
reflected a range of issues including fund availability.  
 
As regards the Semester process, it can and should encourage sustainable development (SD) and 
support good governance principles through improved policy coherence. However, the semester’s 
contribution to SD has been severely weakened in recent years. The EIR is critical in the drive to 
address the implementation deficit in the EU environmental acquis - significant implementation gaps 
exist in the areas of air quality, biodiversity, water quality and management, waste management, 
and noise. Improving implementation will bring important environmental, economic and social 
benefits, and increase the credibility of national and EU authorities to its citizens.  
 
On Aarhus, the non-binding guidance on access to justice was published in 2017 and it is too early to 
talk of its impact on access to justice in Member States. There is still a need for a legally binding 
instrument setting certain minimum standards for access to justice in environmental matters to help 
improve opportunities for the public and environmental citizens’ organisations to insist on respect 
for environmental law. 
 
At the EU level, there remain strong concerns about the fact that the Aarhus Regulation does not 
fully comply with the Aarhus Convention, notably because the types of measures which could be 
challenged under the access to justice provisions have been limited to ‘measure[s] of individual 
scope’ – e.g. to decisions on permits for placing on the market of genetically modified organisms and 
chemical substances under the REACH regulation on industrial chemicals. 
 
While the respect of access to justice principles at national level remains subject to the national 
legislation, which can vary a lot from a Member State to another depending on the level of 
implementation of the Aarhus Convention’s third pillar, easily recognisable challenges remain also 
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 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/ets/auctioning/docs/auction_revenues_report_2017_en.pdf 
19

 See also https://www.ecologic.eu/sites/files/publication/2016/2584-maximiseretsfulltechnicalreport_final.pdf for 
additional insights from a complementary analysis 

https://www.ecologic.eu/sites/files/publication/2016/2584-maximiseretsfulltechnicalreport_final.pdf
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regarding access to justice at EU level (notably the lack of standing to challenge breaches of EU 
environmental law by EU institutions).  
 
Regarding the latest identified aspect: the Aarhus Convention Compliance Committee (independent 
international body in charge of ensuring a full and coherent implementation of the Aarhus 
Convention at UNECE level) has already stated in the Conclusions of the C-32 case that the EU is not 
correctly implementing the Aarhus Convention since it is limiting access to EU Court to challenge 
“measures of individual scope”: a requirement which almost automatically prevents NGOs (and 
individuals) from having access to EU courts to challenge EU acts and legislation in breach of EU 
environmental law. The Compliance Committee also provided some recommendations about what 
could be done. A study is ongoing to help clarify what progress can be made in 2019/20 to address 
the shortcomings. 
 
The general public and the NGOs have an important role to play in ensuring the respect of 
environmental legislation and its full implementation. It is fundamental to address this issue and to 
coherently work to improve access to justice at national and EU level. 
 

5.2.2 Improving the Knowledge Base and Science-Policy-Interface 

There remain a lot of information gaps, including: 

 Understanding of complex issues related to environmental change, such as the impact of 
climate change and natural disasters, the implications of species loss for ecosystem services, 
environmental thresholds and ecological tipping points – Para 71, 7EAP; 

 Health and environmental properties of chemical substances in use. For instance, human 
health and environmental implications of endocrine disruptors; chemicals in products and 
secondary raw/recycled materials as well as the combined effects of chemicals; 

 Uses of chemicals along supply chains, exposures (in particular of vulnerable groups of 
population), hazard identification methods as well as monitoring and surveillance data 

 Production, uses, exposure and health and environmental impacts of plastics and 
nanomaterials; 

 Impacts and flows of pharmaceuticals in the environment;  

 A lack of real time available data to citizens on the quality of air, water or measures taken by 
the polluters to prevent/reduce impact; 

 Insufficient information for business and citizens on product ingredients and footprints – 
need for more transparency and traceability.  

5.2.3 Securing investments for climate and environment 
 
The European Commission tabled its proposal for the EU Budget (MFF) on the 2 May 2018, asking for 
EUR 1,279 billion for 2021-27, or 1.114% of GNI20. The main budget lines are: 

 Cohesion and Values: EUR 442.4billion (34%) 

 Natural resources and environment: EUR 378.9billion (30%) 

 Single Market, innovation and digital: EUR 187.4 billion (15%) 

 Neighbourhood and the world: EUR 123 billion (9%) 

 European Public Administration: EUR85.3 billion (7%) 

 Migration and border management: EUR 34.9 billion (3%) 

 Security and defense: EUR 27.5 billion (2%) 
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 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/publications/factsheets-long-term-budget-proposals_en 
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The proposed budget includes “climate proofing/mainstreaming” of 25%, up from 20% from the 
previous budget. If done, this would imply that around EUR 320 billion will be spent on climate. To 
achieve this, in the current budget there has been minimum thresholds for earmarking – i.e. 15% to 
20% of regional funds, 35% of horizon 2020. For environment, opportunities within the proposed 
budget include21: 
 
BUDGET LINE Explicit or potential allocations to Environment 

II. COHESION & VALUES The MFF proposal notes - the Commission is also 
reinforcing the synergies with Cohesion Policy and the 
Common Agricultural Policy to finance investment in 
nature and biodiversity. 
The level depends on actual commitments to 
earmarking and also on integration in practice – i.e. 
countries and regions making use of the funds. 

5. Regional Development & Cohesion  

 European Regional Development Fund 

 Cohesion Fund 

7. Investing in People, Social Cohesion & Values 

 European Social Fund + (including Integration of 
Migrants and Health) 

  III. NATURAL RESOURCES & ENVIRONMENT - 

8. Agriculture & Maritime Policy The EAGF does not ring fence any budget allocated to 
the environment, the environmental ambitions a 
voluntary eco-scheme is left to Member States to 
decide. 
EAFRD have been the most impacted by budget cut (-
17%), 30% will have to be allocated to Agri-
environmental schemes. 

 European Agricultural Guarantee Fund (EAGF) 

 European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
(EAFRD) 

 European Maritime & Fisheries Fund (EMFF) 

9. Environment & Climate Action - 

 Programme for Environment & Climate Action 
(LIFE) 

Total envelope 2021-27: EUR 5.45 bn of which:  
EUR 3.5bn for Environment &  
EUR 1.95bn for Climate 

Source: COM (2018) 321 Final 

 

Citizen interest in improving implementation and enforcement  

In the November 2017 Eurobarometer survey, 94% of respondents said that protecting the environment is 
important to them personally, and there was a high support for better enforcement of legislation (31%), the 
introduction of heavier fines for breaches of environmental legislation (34%) and introducing stricter 
environmental legislation (30%). The Grenfell tower fires, Dieselgate, Bialowieza Forest, and the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spills underline the need for better implementation and enforcement of EU and national laws. 

5.3 What more needs to be done - within the 7EAP context and for future attention? 

5.3.1 Improving Implementation  

EU Budget (MFF) 

There is a need to ensure that the EU Budget (MFF) supports the implementation of the 7EAP 
objectives and that subsequent MFFs support future EAPs. This requires the prioritisation of budget 
allocations to 7EAP objectives (e.g. to support climate mitigation and adaptation, biodiversity) as 
well as added value of EU monies – e.g. by climate and biodiversity proofing the MFF to 
avoid/minimise funding projects and initiative that create problems in other areas. 

Greater use needs to be made using infringement procedures to ensure that Member States respect 
the commitment for an EU where the rule of law is respected.  
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A greater use of fees and fines is needed and other compliance assurance measures. To support this 
more peer-to-peer engagement could help – as currently is one focus area of the EIR. 

With regard to the European Semester and EIR processes, strong political support is needed to 
formulate and communicate country specific recommendations within these processes, as well as to 
engage in the national dialogues, peer-to-peer support activities and with the recent initiatives on 
environmental compliance and governance (COM/2018/10, and EC Decision C(2018)10). There is a 
need to: 

 Reiterate and increase the political commitment to the Greening of the European Semester 
process, and encourage measures to improve economic signals to enable the transition to a 
resource efficient, inclusive, circular economy that supports the sustainable development 
goals (SDGs);  

 Recognise that the implementation deficit needs to be treated with continued urgency and 
high level political commitment to ensure a Europe where the rule of law is respected, and 
reap the benefits of action; 

 Encourage that both the Greening the Semester and EIR processes build in public interests 
and engage with civil society organisations to ensure that citizens’ voices are heard, benefit 
from their perspectives and engagement, and strengthen the effectiveness and legitimacy of 
the processes.  

 

Aarhus  

The most pressing priority in relation to the Aarhus Convention is to bring the EU back into 
compliance with the Convention by amending the Aarhus Regulation, at the latest before the 
seventh session of the Meeting of the Parties in 2021. As a minimum, this should involve removing 
the limitation of the type of measures that may be challenged to measures of individual scope. As 
regards the Member State level, the interpretative guidance on access to justice should provide the 
basis for developing and adopting a new legally binding instrument on access to justice. 

More generally, the EU should recognise that the rights and obligations in a text that was developed 
more than two decades ago covering countries in Eastern Europe and Central Asia without 
longstanding democratic traditions should be further strengthened, at least in their application in 
the EU if not at the intergovernmental level. For example, developments in information technology 
have transformed the possibilities for making environmental information publicly accessible. 
 

5.3.2 Securing investments for climate and environment. 

From an environmental perspective, the proposed MFF does not offer adequate support for environment and 
climate and does little to properly mainstream sustainability. It is unfortunate that the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) are not integrated better throughout, that the budget does not appear to be Paris compatible, that 
there is still too much potential for environmental harmful spending, and that the budget does not catalyse a 
transition to sustainable agricultural practices (though this last point is dependent on the CAP proposal out 1 June). 
Specific needs for the MFF (which are being negotiated with the Parliament and Council) are: 

 Ringfencing – have 50% of the CAP budget focused on reaching the Environment and Climate objectives (the 
proposal is 40%) and ensure that this is real allocations (not paper allocations) 

 Within the CAP – ensure a proper accountability mechanism that ensure that Member States are ambitious as 
regards environmental integration – and have payments tied to environmental performance (i.e. “results-
based” scheme). 

 Have an EU budget that leads to net negative EU GHG emissions (not in the current proposal, but negotiations 
are ongoing). 
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 Systematically ensure a climate, biodiversity and SDG-proofed budget. 

 Ensure measures in place that Member State discretion of use of funds is tracked and targeted, and motivated 
toward sustainability.  

 While a 1% LIFE allocation to biodiversity and climate is a step forward from the 0.3% under the last budget it 
falls far short of needs to meet commitments.  

It is expected that the MFF negotiations will be complete not before October 2019, though the negotiations on the 
sector and fund specific legislation is expected to be completed in the first quarter of 2019 for most areas.  Partial 
general agreement was already achieved for the Life Regulation in December 2019. 

There is need for continued progress on auctioning of EU-ETS allowances and allocations of budgets to climate 
change mitigation and adaptation measures. 

Furthermore, there should be a continued drive for greater use of environmental fiscal reform in Member States, 
and use both the new revenues from new taxes and the saved revenues from reformed subsidies to invest in 
sustainability. Particular attention should be given for driving progress on carbon-taxes and reducing relative 
subsidies on diesel and private transport. 

5.3.3 Integration 

The achievement of many of the priority objectives of the 7th EAP and indeed wider environmental 
objectives as well as ambitions for better regulation, will require continued efforts at ensuring 
effective integration of environmental and climate-related considerations into other policies, as well 
as more coherent, joined-up policy approaches that deliver multiple benefits. In addition, the SEA 
and EIA directive will need to be used more effectively (i.e. in a timely manner, with good coverage 
of issues and integrated into decision making processes). 
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6 Sustainable Cities & International Environmental Challenges  

 

Priority objective 8: To enhance the sustainability of the Union’s cities  

By 2020, 80 % of [the EU’s] population is likely to live in urban and peri-urban areas. Most cities face a 
common set of core environmental problems, including air quality concerns, high levels of noise, traffic 
congestion, GHG emissions, biodiversity loss and degradation, water scarcity, floods and storms, diminishing 
green areas, contaminated sites, brownfields and inappropriate waste and energy management. At the same 
time, Union cities are standard-setters in urban sustainability and often pioneer innovative solutions to 
environmental challenges. Paras 90 and 91 of 7EAP. 

Furthermore, the Union should further promote and, where appropriate, expand existing initiatives that 
support innovation and best practice in cities, networking and exchanges and encourage cities to showcase 
their leadership with regard to sustainable urban development. Para 94 of 7EAP 

In order to enhance the sustainability of Union cities, the 7th EAP shall ensure that by 2020: a majority of cities 
in the Union are implementing policies for sustainable urban planning and design, including innovative 
approaches for urban public transport and mobility, sustainable buildings, energy efficiency and urban 
biodiversity conservation. (EU, 2013) 

 

Priority objective 9: To increase the Union’s effectiveness in addressing international environmental and 
climate-related challenges  

The 7 EAP recognises that ensuring the sustainable use of resources is one of the most pressing challenges 
facing the world today and is central to ending poverty and securing a sustainable future for the world. At Rio 
+ 20, world leaders renewed their commitment to sustainable development [via the SDGs]. In addition to 
translating these commitments into action at local, national and Union level, the Union will engage proactively 
in international efforts to develop the solutions needed to ensure sustainable development globally. 

In order to increase the Union’s effectiveness in addressing international environmental and climate-related 
challenges, the 7th EAP shall ensure that by 2020:  

 the outcomes of Rio + 20 are fully integrated into the Union’s internal and external policies and the 
Union is contributing effectively to global efforts to implement agreed commitments, including 
those under the Rio conventions [CBD, UNFCCC, CCD] and to initiatives aimed at promoting the 
global transition towards an inclusive and green economy in the context of sustainable 
development and poverty eradication; 

 the Union is providing effective support to national, regional and international efforts to address 
environmental and climate-related challenges and to ensure SD;  

 the impact of consumption in the Union on the environment beyond the Union’s borders is 
reduced. 

 
 

6.1 What has been done within the 7EAP context? 

6.1.1 Sustainable cities  

One of the nine main priority objectives of the 7th EAP by 2020 was to make the Union’s cities more 
sustainable (priority nr 8). This represents one of the most local challenges to tackle, where the 
subsidiarity principle of a region or a city must be complemented by a more coordinated European 
and national policy. This has not always been the case in terms of legal obligations, enforcement or 
diverging priorities for the local authorities.  
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Europe is densely populated and 80% of its citizens are likely to live in or near a city by 2020. 
European cities have common set of challenges such as air quality, poor biodiversity, waster scarcity, 
waste quantities and management, noise or mobility. European environmental policies address 
those issues by involving national governments into the legislative process. However, since the 
challenges remain mostly local, there has been too little involvement of city authorities at the EU 
level to co-create that legislation.  

In parallel, there have not been sufficient funds streamed to regional and local authorities directly 
from the EU to support improvement initiatives in cities in those above mentioned subjects. 
Cohesion Funds has been accessible, but were not sufficient to expand initiative widely and 
moreover were too much controlled by the national governments. Too little involvement of local 
authorities at EU level has arguably indirectly resulted in multiple infringement processes of 
breaching EU law.  

Various awards to acknowledge cities’ good initiatives - e.g. European Green Capital award22 and the 
European Green Leaf award23 have been helpful in disseminating best practices, and raise the 
visibility and political agenda; however they lack consistency and continuity to really assist EU cities 
largely to move towards a more sustainable solutions. Similarly the focus on cities in several Green 
Week events has helped raise the profile of good practice and brought together stakeholders, but 
this can be but a small catalyst for the wider city transition.  
 

6.1.2 International environmental challenges  

The 7th EAP recognises that ensuring the sustainable use of resources is one of the most pressing 
challenges facing the world today and is central to ending poverty and securing a sustainable future 
for the world. At Rio + 20, world leaders renewed their commitment to sustainable development.  

The EU has played an active role throughout the process that led to the adoption of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in September 2015 and is committed to implementing the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and the SDGs within the EU and in development cooperation with 
partner countries. In November 2016, the Commission came forward with a Communication on the 
next steps for a sustainable European future which explained how the Commission's current 10 
political priorities contribute to implementing the 2030 Agenda and how the EU will meet the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the future. A second Communication on a new European 
Consensus on Development proposed shared vision and framework for development cooperation 
for the EU and its Member States, aligned with the 2030 Agenda. In its Communication on the next 
steps, the Commission also announced the formation of a Multi-Stakeholder Platform on the 
Implementation of the SDGs which convened its first meeting in December 2017. 

In June 2017, the Council of the European Union adopted Conclusions in response to the 
Commission’s Communication. The Council underlined that sustainable development needs to be 
mainstreamed into all policy areas. It also called on the EC to set out by mid-2018 an 
implementation strategy with timelines, objectives and concrete measures to implement the 2030 
Agenda in all EU policies. It also asked the EC to identify gaps where the EU needs to do more by 
2030.  

In November 2017, Eurostat published its report on SDG implementation in and by the EU. 

                                                 
22

 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/winning-cities/ 
23

 For cities between 20,000 and 100,000 inhabitants: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/europeangreenleaf/index.html 
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The 7th EAP also recalls the importance of multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) and that 
Member States should ensure their ratification. Moreover, Member States should proactively 
engage in international negotiations on new and emerging issues. A recent example of the EU’s 
proactive role in tackling new issues is the Union’s initiative for a new global treaty on mercury. The 
Minamata Convention was negotiated and concluded in 2013. In 2017, the EU ratified the 
convention. Another emerging issue in which the EU has so far not been a front-runner in pushing 
international negotiations is the question of corporate accountability. With its extended value 
chains, economic globalisation has created specific challenges, including in the area of human rights 
protection and negative environmental impact. The EU was initially very reluctant to contribute to 
the drafting of a binding treaty on human rights and business which could install due diligence 
obligations to prevent negative human rights and environmental impact caused by business 
activities. 

6.2 Results: What is the status? 

6.2.1 Sustainable cities  

The EP’s mid-term evaluation of the 7EAP, noted that (from their consultation exercise): More than 
half of respondents think that the policies of major European cities have been consistent with the 7th 
EAP, although just over 10 % think that coherence is high.  

The respondents also noted that: An overwhelming majority of respondents think that the 7th EAP 
has played an important role in achieving the existing urban sustainability results, but also point out 
that these results might be more directly associated with the effect of other policies, such as cohesion 
policy. However, they acknowledged the importance of having an overall strategy driving the EU and 
national urban-sustainability agenda. 

The European Commission’s report ‘the State of European Cities 2016’, highlighted areas where EU 
cities made progress and where still a lot has to be done. Four main environmental areas were 
discussed in the report: mobility, resource efficiency, air pollution and GHG reduction. In all of them 
a wide divergence has been pointed out, as some cities indeed lead the way in improving those 
areas, while most of the cities still do lack any concrete result oriented action. Most of the cities 
showed commitment to reducing GHG emissions and adapting to climate change. In mobility there is 
a significant awareness to move to more sustainable modes of transport; however this change is 
slow and insufficient to achieve satisfactory results by 2020. Regarding resource efficiency, there has 
been some progress in separate collection and recycling as well as in reduction of landfilling however 
the capacity of waste incinerators has grown significantly, also because of the wrongly used 
Cohesion Funding. 

6.2.2 International environmental challenges  

Despite the EU’s active role in the process that led to the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, the EU now 
lacks ambition in the implementation of the SDGs. The current Commission’s political priorities have 
sidelined sustainable development objectives. The EC has so far not developed any strategy on how 
to achieve the SDGs by 2030. The Commission’s Communication from November 2016 focused on 
showcasing how the current 10 priorities until 2020 support the implementation of the SDGs rather 
than analysis gaps and proposing concrete steps. There is still a tendency to perceive the SDGs as a 
framework for the EU’s development cooperation and aid policies but not as the guiding framework 
for all of its external and internal policies. 
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The EU has so far not reported at the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) regarding its implementation 
of the SDGs. The EU also does not play an active role in the Regional Forum on Sustainable 
Development at UNECE level which is meant to feed into the annual HLPF. 

The SDG framework has not led to more policy coherence for sustainable development at EU-level. 
Many sectoral policies are still developed without sufficient consultation and cooperation between 
the different policies areas. The recently presented proposal for the future Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) is exemplary for the lack of policy coherence and the absence of a whole of government 
approach. Also the proposal for the new Multi-Annual Financial Framework (MFF) does not foresee 
coherent sustainability proofing for all parts of the EU’s budget. While funding for environmental 
programmes, for instance, through the LIFE programme, has been increased, the new MFF as it 
stands now does not seem to become a driver for sustainable development and environmental 
aspects are not fully integrated throughout the budget.  

The Eurostat report on monitoring progress towards the SDGs in an EU context from November 2017 
has painted a rosy picture of the EU’s achievements. This is partially due to the methodology in 
which any progress – even if marginal – leads to a positive evaluation. That is, even if the EU is 
progressing way too slow in order to achieve certain SDGs and related targets by 2030, the result in 
the report is still positive. Moreover, certain key issues, such as the need to reduce our material 
footprint in absolute terms, were not covered by any indicators so far.  

6.3 What more needs to be done - within the 7EAP and beyond 2020? 

6.3.1 Sustainable cities  

Environmental policies need to involve more local and regional stakeholders in policymaking at the 
EU level – this will help the science-policy-stakeholder interface. The Committee of the Regions and 
cities’ associations, as well as NGOs, have to be heard so that their challenges are better addressed 
in a more systemic manner.  

Among some most priority actions in this matter in the coming years the cities need to improve their 
mobility systems by promoting cycling and public transport – to improve air quality, congestion and 
help mitigate GHG emissions.  

The promotion of green spaces should follow biodiversity principles, as well as helping with climate, 
health and social benefits. Their presence in the urban infrastructure is crucial to mitigate climate 
extremities (heat stress; flooding).  

Regarding resource efficiency cities have a crucial role to play by implementing circular economy 
solutions through green public procurement and at consumers level starting from promotion of 
durable goods, reduction of waste generation, supporting reuse activities, enforcing separate 
collection of waste and sustainable management of waste by investing in recycling rather than in 
waste incineration.  

Sufficient accessible funds for local authorities and associations of citizens should be made available 
to attain those goals.  

6.3.2 International environmental challenges  
The EU needs to ensure that the achievement of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs are fully integrated 
into the Union’s internal and external policies ensuring policy coherence for sustainable 
development. This requires a shift away from the current political priorities which focus on jobs, 
growth and security towards priorities aligned with the objectives of the 2030 Agenda. The 
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Commission needs to develop an overarching strategy for a sustainable Europe by 2030 including 
interim and long-term targets and clear timelines. Such a strategy must be based on the in-depth 
assessment of gaps and the most pressing challenges. It should also serve as the framework for the 
debate on the Future of the Europe. 
 
The EU must ensure that its monitoring efforts help policy-makers to address the key challenges. 
SDG indicators should help us to understand the distance to the target that we still need to cover.  
 
The EU needs to promote the 2030 Agenda in order to overcome the lack of public engagement and 
calls for action to raise awareness among EU citizens. The EU needs to ensure a participatory process 
around the implementation of the SDGs. The Multi-Stakeholder Platform needs to be established on 
a more permanent basis with a clear mandate to advice the Commission on concrete policies.  
 
The EU must in particular ensure that the impact of consumption in the Union on the environment 
beyond the Union’s borders is reduced. This requires an ambitious strategy and further policies, for 
instance, as required in the 7th EAP, to implement the 10-year Framework of Programmes on 
Sustainable Consumption and Production. The sustainability and environment chapters of the EU’s 
trade agreements must be given teeth while the Union’s trade policy as a whole needs to be 
assessed – as also demanded by the 7th EAP – against environment and climate goals.  
 
The EU needs to push for the further development and ratification of multilateral environmental 
agreements on new and emerging issues. The EU should play a pro-active and supportive role in the 
negotiations of a UN Treaty on Business and Human Rights. 



7 Conclusions & Recommendations 

Looking beyond 2020, the EU and its neighbours will need to accelerate progress in coming decades 
on climate change mitigation and adaptation, air pollution and other environmental problems in 
order to achieve the 7th EAP's 2050 vision of 'living well, within the limits of our planet'. Such 
accelerated efforts will, at the same time, contribute to meeting the many related EU commitments 
under the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change and the United Nations' 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development.  

 (EEA Environmental Indicator Report, 2017) 

7.1 The 7EAP’s role to date 

As with earlier EAPs, the 7EAP has been an important legal framework to give both direction and 
certainty to policy making and hence help avoid short term issues and political concerns side-lining 
identified important needs.  

For the 7EAP, in early years, reference to its commitments was useful to help guide priorities, 
including the European Commission’s work plans. While only a few of the priorities were integrated 
into the 10 priorities of the Juncker Commission (notably climate change mitigation and adaptation), 
most of the 7EAP priorities received attention, even if in lesser ways than was initially the attention 
when launched.  

The EAPs often face the criticism that they are not visible to the outside world, and where there are 
commitments and high level political interest, and then there is arguably no need for an EAP as the 
commitments are noted elsewhere. However, without pre-judging the ongoing 7EAP evaluation, it is 
clear that having an EAP set by the Commission, Council and Parliament helps to ensure that items 
are in the Commission work plan that could otherwise have been left for future administrations to 
address. The fact that this has happened less than it should have during the period of the 7EAP is 
due to the very low priority given to environment by the current Commission and, in particular, the 
President. 

Overall, the 7th EAP has proven to be both valuable and yet insufficient to address environmental 
challenges facing the EU. The action programme’s existence has allowed many environmental 
issues to remain on the agenda that could otherwise have been lost to short term responses to 
immediate concerns. Furthermore, the 7EAP has given a strategic vision, helped predictability and 
encouraged coherence and has proven to be a useful framework for Civil Society Organisations 
(CSOs) to remind policy makers of promises.  

However, its implementation has not been given sufficient priority as can be seen from the very 
limited reflection of environmental issues other than climate change in the ten priorities of the 
Juncker Commission. Furthermore, a wide range of priority objectives were not met. 
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7.2 Conclusions on 7EAP Implementation and Gaps 
 

7.2.1 Thematic Priorities (POs: 1-3) 
The evidence above shows that there are remaining gaps in each of the 7EAP objectives – both for 
the period to the end of the 7 EAP (2020) for each of the thematic priorities beyond 2020. As noted 
in the Mid-term review of the Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme launched 
by the European Parliament's Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety - The 
European Implementation Assessment by the EP found that while the EAP scope remains relevant to 
current needs and adds value to EU and national policy-making efforts, its objectives are unlikely to 
be fully met by 2020, despite sporadic progress in some areas. The EEA’s 2017 indicator report 
similarly underlined that progress in each of the thematic priorities is insufficient to meet the set 
objectives: 
 

(1) to protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital  
(2) to turn the Union into a resource-efficient, green, and competitive low-carbon economy 
(3) to safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to health 

and wellbeing  

On Thematic Priority 1 To protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital - major 
challenges remain, notably on biodiversity which is still undermined by weak implementation, and 
pressures – such as from agriculture24. The issues within priority 1 will remain important challenges 
beyond 2020 and hence potential priority areas for an 8EAP. The 8EAP can potentially be a useful 
framework to communicate the headline target for a post 2020 agenda: i.e. zero net loss of 
biodiversity and input into the C-15 in Beijing in October 202025. 

On Thematic Priority 2 Resource-efficient, green, and competitive low-carbon economy – there has 
been good progress on circular economy and climate change, but efforts still fall far short of needs 
for the recently launched long-term strategy (LTS) “A Clean Planet for All”26, for commitments under 
the Paris accord, to address the recommendations of the IPPC report27 and keep to below 1.5-degree 
warming. Important challenges remain for beyond 2020 and hence are of relevance to an 8EAP. 

As regards Thematic Priority 3 To safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related 
pressures and risks to health and wellbeing – the promised Non-Toxic Environment Strategy has not 
been delivered, nor is it listed on the European Commission’s 2019 Work Program. While there has 
been progress with bathing water quality, trends in other areas, notably air pollution and noise 
pollution, are problematic28. Again, this priority area remains fundamentally important for post-
2020. 

7.2.2 Enabling Framework (POs: 4-7) 

The Enabling Framework, with its four "enabling" priority objectives has made progress, but more 
remains to be done in each of the areas: 

(4) better implementation and enforcement of legislation  
(5) better information by improving transparency and the knowledge base 
(6) more and wiser investment for environment and climate policy 
(7) full integration of environmental requirements and considerations into other policies 

                                                 
24

 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017  
25

 Fifteenth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (COP-15) 
26

 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/pages/com_2018_733_en.pdf  
27

 https://report.ipcc.ch/sr15/pdf/sr15_spm_final.pdf 
28

 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/pages/com_2018_733_en.pdf
https://report.ipcc.ch/sr15/pdf/sr15_spm_final.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2017
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On the 4th Priority Objective on Better Implementation - there is extensive evidence of major 
implementation deficits. For example: 

• A third of the chemicals we use in the EU do not comply with REACH, and Member States 
are not implementing and enforcing the laws in place 

• There is widespread poor and misleading reporting and monitoring of air quality with many 
Member States facing infringement procedures 

• Poor implementation of the Birds and Habitats Directives, together with impacts from 
Agriculture have led to a decline of a third of farmland birds in many Member States.  

 

On Enabling Priority 5  To improve the knowledge and evidence base for Union environment policy 
- while there have been a range of steps forward in improving the science-policy-interface, notably 
via Biodiversity Information System for Europe (BISE), the Water Information System for Europe 
(WISE), and the Mapping and Assessment of Ecosystem Services (MAES), much more needs to be 
done. Greater understanding is needed on ecological tipping points and risks, on the inter-
connections between ecological, social and economic systems, on system lock-ins that create 
barriers to commitments and transitions to sustainable development, on real time data for citizens, 
and on health risks to workers and citizens, notably from exposure to pollution and hazardous 
chemicals. 

For Enabling Priority 6 Adequate investment from public and private sources to achieve 7EAP 
objectives - while there has been progress on green financing, it is clear that there remains 
insufficient funding in many areas - e.g. management of Natura 2000 network, investment in 
restoration, investment in public transport and clean technologies.  Furthermore, while the 
proposed EU Budget, the multi-annual financial framework (MFF), is labelled a climate budget, it 
falls far short of what is needed to ensure that it is a climate positive budget, that biodiversity is duly 
supported and not undermined, and that SDGs are integrated. There remain areas of funding which 
can be seen as harmful subsidies, particularly with the associated CAP proposal and the risks to 
biodiversity, and risks of investing in infrastructure that can lock-in growth in emissions into the 
future. Similarly, the promise of phasing out environmentally harmful subsidies remains largely a 
missed opportunity for action. 

Similarly, for Priority Objective 7 Better Integration -  policy dissonance still exists, across policy 
areas (e.g. agricultural impacts on biodiversity), in budgets (e.g. the MFF) and in instruments, even 
those focused on integrations, such as  Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) and Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEAs). For example,  EIAs are still too often seen to be an administrative 
chore for industrial projects, where environmentally sound options and consultation responses are 
not given due consideration, such that EIAs become missed opportunity for integration. Similarly, 
many SEAs do not fully integrate environmental concerns and often financial interests override 
environmental ones. There also needs to be timely opportunity for the public to participate in SEAs 
so that public interests are more fully reflected in plans.  

7.2.3 Horizontal Priority Objectives (POs: 8-9) 

The horizontal priority objectives have also been some significant progress with the two horizontal 
priority objectives:  

(8) to make the Union's cities more sustainable 
(9) to help the Union address international environmental and climate challenges more 

effectively.  
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Though this is also due to concerted efforts by a range of cities and other country governments and 
international institutions. 

On Priority Objective 8 To enhance the sustainability of the Union’s cities – arguably some of the 
most exciting progress has been made in a range of cities in innovative approaches for urban public 
transport and mobility, sustainable buildings, energy efficiency and urban biodiversity conservation.  
For example, an increasing number of cities are vowing to go carbon neutral, a few have made public 
transport free to encourage less private transport use, others have banned diesel or increased 
pedestrian zones. There has also been good progress on separate waste collection to support 
circular economy and resource efficiency.  

And on Priority Objective 9 International Challenges - there has been good international 
engagement such as on the Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
but less good on EU implementation and integration. The 2030 Agenda is still only a delayed 
“reflection paper” – and to date insufficiently integrated into EU policy making and given too low 
levels of prioritisation to give confidence in its due implementation. 

There arguably also need to be significantly more progress on the precautionary principle, the 
principles of preventive action and of rectification of pollution at source and the polluter-pays 
principle. 
 

7.3 Towards an 8EAP – Catalysing a Just Transition to a One-Planet Economy 

All nine priority objectives of the 7EAP remain urgent areas of action today and overall it is 
concerning that EU laws are not being implemented properly as this is leading to an erosion of 
citizens’ confidence in the rule of law. Furthermore citizens are losing confidence in local, national, 
EU and global institutions as there is insufficient palpable action, for example on addressing air 
pollution, on halting biodiversity loss, and on ensuring a non-toxic environment. Renewed 
regulatory attention - from policy makers, to inspectors, to the courts – is needed to protect EU 
citizens, their health and rights, the environment and hence confidence in Europe and its 
institutions. 

Additionally, there has been an increasing recognition of the importance of addressing a range of 
system lock-ins and the need to promote strategies and actions to overcome the locks-ins and 
enable a transition to sustainability.  Examples include: material lock-ins (fossil fuels, plastic, 
chemicals), infrastructure (roads, factories, pipelines, airports, building stock), systems 
(interconnected product supply chains, agri-industrial food systems), economic paradigms and 
incentives (pricing, taxation, subsidies), habits, norms and attitudes (consumption and growth 
fixation). 

Furthermore, the arguments supporting the 7EAP and earlier EAPs also apply to the 8EAP – that 
having a high-level commitment across the EU institutions for the environment creates an 
opportunity for a vision and practical framework for initiatives to meet the Commission’s treaty 
objectives.  

Having a formal commitment allows all stakeholders to remind the European Commission, other EU 
institutions and their national administrations of the commitments (as the Council represents all 
Member States) and hence reduced the risk of backsliding on commitments. 

These arguments are still valid today and arguably even more valid given the scale of the challenges 
and the time we have to address them if we wish to avoid major impacts. 
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In light of the insights on the 7EAP, policy debate at the Vienna Policy Forum on 13 June 2018 and in 
the regional workshops in October 2018, and considering ongoing evaluations by the European 
Parliament, European Commission (e.g. meetings 21 June 2018, 13 November 2018) and European 
Environment Agency (EEA), a future 8 EAP could usefully: 

 One-Planet Economy - Promote commitment to an ambitious 8EAP catalysing a just 
transition to a one-planet economy29 – i.e. that fully respects the resources and ecological 
limits of our planet and integrates equity and social issues. 

 Implementation - Ensure a strong focus also on the implementation of EU law to reduce the 
implementation deficit and bolster citizens’ confidence in public institutions and the rule of 
law. 

 System Change - Cover not only specific priorities and commitments, but also systemic 
lock-ins and need for system change – i.e. to move beyond fossil-fuels, towards sustainable 
food systems, a toxic free environment, and shift in mind sets and policy prioritisation 
towards sufficiency and wellbeing.  

 Cooperative Governance - Encourage cooperative governance to facilitate new 
partnerships, new ideas and stimulate new commitments and collaborative actions across 
different governance levels and stakeholders. 

 Green Finance - Catalyse a change in green finance to leverage financial flows towards a one 
planet economy. 

The 8EAP should embrace the over-arching vision of the 7EAP, i.e. ‘In 2050, we live well, within the 
planet’s ecological limits’. 

  

                                                 
29

 As the world’s largest economy, Europe must embark upon an immediate and major transformation to avert dangerous 
climate change and prevent ecosystem collapse. Currently, the impact of the European economy is nearly three times 
larger than what is required for a sustainable world. A shift to a more sustainable future for Europe must be achieved by 
building an economy that respects all environmental limits and is socially and financially sustainable. 
(https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/91316_en.html) 
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8 Civil Society Vision for the 8EAP:  An Action Plan 

The 8EAP should focus on catalysing a just transition to a one-planet economy and run from 2021 
to 2030 so as to link to the SDGs. It should also have a mid-term review completed by 2025 to 
encourage European Commission’s and European Parliament’s acceptance and commitments for 
action and guide future priorities. In light of an assessment of future environmental challenges, the 
8EAP could usefully include: 

1. Actions and targets for clusters of specific environmental challenges 
2. Improve implementation and the rule of law 
3. Develop strategies and plans to address lock-ins and achieve a system change 
4. Promote cooperative governance 
5. Finance the transition to sustainability 

 
1. Actions and targets for specific environmental challenges and clusters: The EU has committed 

to a wide range of targets and objectives already, but there are gaps and there is a need to 
appreciate the inter-connections between the issues and address the nexus within clusters of 
different issues. This priority should be about reiterating the targets, clarifying 2025 and 2030 
milestones, and suggesting measures for action. Importantly, it should also be about 
recommending specific actions to address the nexus between issues by developing clusters - e.g. 
food-water-biodiversity; chemicals-air-pollution-health; climate-biodiversity-water-agriculture-
forestry. Specific untapped potential remains in focusing on the interconnections of policy areas 
in the different nexuses. This will support policy coherence and improve policy effectiveness 
and complement measures already committed to. 
 

2. Improve implementation and the rule of law:  The EU faces an implementation deficit - on air 
and water quality, on chemicals in products, on nature protection - that is both eroding the 
health and wellbeing of citizens and the state of the environment and is leading to an erosion of 
citizens’ confidence in policy making and governments. There is also a weakening rule of law as 
resources for inspections, enforcement and justice are insufficient, and as access to justice for 
citizens and civil society remains inadequate in some parts of Europe as well as at the EU level 
itself, even to the point of putting the EU in violation of international law. Attention is needed to 
improve implementation and the rule of law – from greater use of the Environmental 
Implementation Review (EIR) process to work together on implementation, to using the MFF to 
facilitate implementation through funding choices, paying greater attention to policy coherence 
to avoid one policy rendering the implementation of another difficult or impossible, using the 
stick of infringement procedures against non-compliant Member States, and to systematically 
improve access to justice30. At national level, significant resources are needed for inspectors, 
prosecutors and judges, strengthening of fines and criminal penalties for non-compliance, 
complemented by greater political will to implement commitments and support a credible rule 
of law. Without this, sustainability ambitions are unrealistic and confidence in EU and national 
institutions will be eroded further. 
 

3. Develop strategies and plans to address lock-ins and achieve system change:  Policy progress 
faces a wide number of lock-ins – e.g. material (fossil fuels, plastic, chemicals), infrastructure 
(roads, factories, pipelines, airports, building stock), systems (interconnected product supply 
chains, agri-industrial food systems), economic paradigms and incentives (pricing, taxation, 
subsidies), habits, norms and attitudes (consumption and growth fixation). This requires systems 
thinking that takes account of the inter-dependencies and develops ideas for transition 

                                                 
30

 https://eeb.org/five-reasons-ngos-wont-see-you-in-court-eu-governments-warned-to-remove-barriers-to-justice/ 
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management. A series of strategies to address lock-ins is needed to chart practical ways forward 
and encourage engagement and commitment from all stakeholders. 
 

4. Promote cooperative governance:  The EU’s 8EAP can only succeed if there is close engagement 
with Member States to ensure acceptance, commitment and implementation. Additional key 
stakeholders include: civil society who represent the citizens’ voice and understand their needs; 
cities that are driving progress on many areas of the environmental agenda and its 
implementation; and with global institutions and actors to ensure coherence and compatibility 
of approaches that enable the EU to live up to its commitments and responsibilities and drive 
changes to a one planet economy. Within the EU, this will require more cross-thematic 
engagement to avoid silos and achieve coherence, increased engagement with Member States 
to improve the implementation record, as well as more engagement with NGOS/CSOs, and also 
networks of inspectorates, prosecutors and judges to support practical progress with 
implementation and the rule of law. 

 
5. Finance the transition to sustainability:  Explore and encourage innovative financing routes 

such green bonds, sustainability focused pension funds, as well as improve the impacts of 
“traditional” funding at EU level (e.g. the EU-MFF, EU-ETS, LIFE) and Member State level (Green 
Public Procurement, full cost pricing, tax and subsidy reform, incentives for renewables and 
energy efficiency, lower VAT for repairs). Without progress on financing – both in focusing on 
sustainability investment and divesting from harmful investments - there risks being insufficient 
funds to enable the transition to sustainability. 
 

The above is a first recommendation for an 8th EAP as presented at the concluding event in Vienna on 10th 
December 2019 and will be developed into a more articulated proposal for an 8th EAP during 2019.  

Please send ideas and feedback to Julika Dittrich: julika.dittrich@umweltdachverband.at  

To further develop a CSO vision for an 8EAP catalysing a just transition to a one-planet economy, EEB will solicit 

input by civil society – Austrian and across the EU –. If interested in being in the loop, please contact Patrick ten 
Brink of EEB: Patrick.tenBrink@eeb.org  
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