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Editorial

Millions of people around the world depend directly on oceans for their 
livelihoods. But in the end, the whole of humanity needs healthy oceans to 
combat climate change, purify our air, regulate our weather and provide an 
essential source of food and water. Action to protect our oceans can only 
be effective through strong global cooperation, and the EU is taking a lead. 

In this issue of Environment for Europeans, we follow up on the 4th Our 
Ocean conference which this year was hosted for the first time by the EU in 
Environment Commissioner Vella’s native Malta. Not only did the event bring 
437 tangible commitments on marine protection and sustainable fisheries, 
but it also nearly doubled financial pledges to €7.2 billion.

Cutting back on the number of plastic bags discarded in the environment is 
one effective way of protecting seas and oceans, and the whole spectrum of 
plants, fish, birds, reptiles and mammals they support. One year after new EU 
rules on cutting the consumption of lightweight plastic bags came into force 
we take stock of progress. We also look at the need to improve air quality by 
reducing emissions from agriculture, and efforts to cut noise pollution, which 
is the second largest environmental threat to health in Europe.

A new Eurobarometer survey has confirmed that climate change is among 
Europeans’ top concerns. The results show that 74 % of EU citizens now see 
climate change as a very serious problem and 79 % think fighting climate 
change and improving energy efficiency will boost the economy and create 
jobs. The EU continues to pursue its “ambitious climate and energy policy 
agenda” to raise awareness among its citizens and move towards the goal of 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions by at least 80 % by 2050.

Another crucial battle for the welfare of our natural world is ending the 
illegal trade in ivory and wildlife products. This summer, the EU took a further 
step to tighten up regulations and effectively block the export of raw ivory. 
An online consultation, open to the public until 8 December, will now gather 
feedback on what more the EU should do to tackle ivory trafficking.

We hope you will find plenty to interest and inspire you, together with our usual 
round-up of upcoming environmental developments, activities and publications. 
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 »   WASTE

Breaking bag habits 

In the EU, we currently use 100 billion plastic 
bags per year. This is a tremendous waste 
because very often they are only used once. 
Many end up in our oceans and seas. One recent 
measure to combat this resource waste and 
littering is the new EU Plastic Bags Directive 
which obliges Member States to drastically 
cut the use of lightweight bags. How are they 
getting on with this?   

The number of plastic bags used per person differs signifi-
cantly between the different Member States. Some have 
already achieved impressive results in curbing plastic bag 
use. Thanks to measures taken over the last couple of years, 
in Denmark and Finland, the average annual consumption 
of lightweight plastic bags is just four per person. In Ireland, 
since the introduction of the levy in 2002, the consumption 
of single-use plastic bags has fallen from 328 per person 
per year to just 18 – a reduction of nearly 95 %.  

At the other end of the scale, there are countries where the 
use of bags in 2010 was far above the average, for example 
269 bags in Greece and 421 in Bulgaria. 

“Nearly 80 % of the 
litter in the sea comes from 

the land. Most of it is plastic. 
We’re now finding plastic bags 

in the stomachs of seabirds and 
stranded whales, so it’s obviously 

time to act.

”
 

EU Environment Commissioner, Karmenu Vella

Curbing consumption
Under the new Plastics Bags Directive, national governments 
must ensure that by the end of 2019 no more than 90 light-
weight bags are consumed annually per person. By the end 
of 2025, that number should drop to 40 bags each. To reach 
these targets, they can apply different measures, including 
charges or levies, or national reduction targets. The targets 
can be achieved either through compulsory measures or 
agreements with economic sectors. It is also possible to ban 

bags – if such bans align with EU law. Member States had to 
inform the Commission by November 2016 about how they 
were applying the new rules. 

Some countries have opted for mandatory charges, others, 
such as Germany and Austria, for agreements with the retail 
sector. Alternatively, France and Italy have banned all but 
biodegradable and compostable plastic bags. The UK and the 
Netherlands, in turn, opted to charge for bags. In Estonia, too, 
bags will no longer be available free of charge.

The Commission is prioritising implementation of the EU 
Plastic Bags Directive and has already sent warning letters 
to those Member States from which we had not heard by 
the deadline. 

But curbing the consumption of plastic bags is only one elem-
ent in the move towards more sustainable consumption and 
to reduce the leakage of plastics into the environment. The 
Commission is working on a new Plastics Strategy as part 
of the Action Plan on the Circular Economy. Karmenu Vella, 
Commissioner for the Environment, Maritime Affairs and 
Fisheries said: “We need a vision of a different plastics eco-
nomy, and we want plastics in the European Union to become 
circular. That is why, by the end of the year, we will publish 
a European Strategy on Plastics in a Circular Economy.”

More information 

 » http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/plastic_waste.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/plastic_waste.htm
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 » WATER, MARINE AND COAST 

An Ocean of new commitments
The 2017 edition of Our Ocean, hosted by the EU 
in Malta, generated an unprecedented level of 
ambition. As the waves die down, what, precisely, 
was achieved?

The Our Ocean conference has always been about commit-
ments – they are its raison d’être. But the fourth edition, 
which recently closed in Malta, did not just bring impres-
sive commitments. It also nearly doubled previous financial 
promises, and moved into fresh action areas.

The headline achievements include 437 tangible and meas-
urable commitments, €7.2 billion in financial pledges, and 
2.5 million square kilometres of additional marine protected 
areas (MPAs). The new areas are equivalent to more than 
half the size of the entire EU.

The latest conference was the first to mobilise the business 
community on a significant scale, with more than 100 com-
mitments from major global players like Airbus, Unilever, 
PepsiCo, AXA and Sky. 

The EU’s 36 commitments amounted to over €550 million, 
and together with its Member States and the European 
Investment Bank, the total EU pledge exceeded €2.8 billion. 
Other countries, NGOs, foundations, research institutes and 
international organisations tabled nearly 300 commitments 
in a global show of determination. 

Building on the work Europe is already doing to bring Mem-
ber States together, protect the marine environment and 
achieve the “good environmental status” defined in the EU 
marine legislation, Our Ocean also saw a swathe of new 
EU commitments.

The 36 commitments are spread over all four conference 
themes – marine pollution, climate change, marine pro-
tection, and sustainable fisheries – as well as the two 
aspects specifically highlighted at the event: a sustain-
able blue economy and maritime security. Below are high-
lights (the full list is available at https://ourocean2017.org/
our-ocean-commitments).

The marine environment is under pressure and marine 
pollution is a massive problem, with 10 million tonnes 
of litter ending up in the sea each year. To tackle these 
challenges, the EU launched WISE-Marine, an informa-
tion resource on water issues, to promote better ocean 
governance and ecosystem-based management. There 
will also be €2 million to support implementation of the 
Marine Strategy Framework Directive, €2.85 million for 
marine pollution prevention and preparedness projects, 
and €2.5  million for marine pollution actions. 
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Draft measures to reduce the leakage of plastics into the 
environment were also announced for the end of 2017, as part 
of the upcoming EU plastics strategy, as well as measures to 
reduce the discharges of ship-generated waste into the sea.

Climate change has direct consequences for the oceans, 
with rising sea levels and increasing acidification among the 
most alarming threats. New EU action includes a €10-mil-
lion project with the International Maritime Organization on 
climate change mitigation in the shipping sector, through 
a new network of Maritime Technology Cooperation Centres 
to help develop energy-efficient maritime transport. Some 
€1.5 million will go to reducing black-carbon emissions in 
the Arctic, and €600 000 has been earmarked for integrated 
Arctic projects.

Less than 5 % of the world’s marine and coastal areas 
are currently protected by law, despite the UN target of 
10 % protection by 2020. It is an action area the EU is taking 
very seriously, so Our Ocean was a fitting place to announce 
new funding of €20 million to support MPAs in African, Car-
ibbean and Pacific countries through the Biodiversity and 
Protected Areas Management Programme. Together with 
Germany, there will be more support for a new cross-sec-
toral and cross-boundary multi-stakeholder platform to be 
in place by 2020.

Commitments to sustainable fisheries include €15 million 
under the PESCAO programme to improve regional fisher-
ies governance in Western Africa, and €5.7 million to help 
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization and the Fisher-
ies Commission for the Mediterranean improve the sus-
tainability of fishing resources. This is a follow-up to the 
Medfish4Ever Declaration, a 10-year pledge to save the 
Mediterranean’s fish stocks and protect the region’s ecolog-
ical wealth that was signed in March 2017.

The blue economy – a new action area for Our Ocean – is 
already worth €1.3 trillion, and that figure is set to double 
by 2030. The EU added the theme to the conference to build 
bridges between sustainable ocean solutions and economic 
growth in coastal communities worldwide. 

New EU commitments include €250 million to fund marine 
and maritime research in 2017, €12 million to support new 
projects to combat marine litter, and €50 million for the 
BlueMED Initiative, for cooperation on science and research 
in the Mediterranean.

Internationally, there will be over €60 million to strengthen 
the All-Atlantic Ocean Research Alliance and deeper co-
operation with Brazil and South Africa on marine science, 
research and innovation. EU research teams working in 
international consortia on the challenges facing the Atlantic 
Ocean will exceed 500 by 2019.

A €14.5-million initiative will promote a sustainable blue econ-
omy in the EU, with new funds for high-potential projects in 
emerging blue economy sectors. The Pacific-European Union 
Marine Partnership programme, worth €45 million, will support 
sustainable management and development of fisheries for 
food security and economic growth, while addressing climate 

change resilience and conservation of marine biodiversity.

Nearly €6 million will go towards helping EU countries 
cooperate across borders on maritime spatial planning, and 
support to test the first wave and tidal array deployments in 
Europe will be increased.

Around the globe, trade relies on maritime security – the 
second new action area for the conference. That security is 
under threat from many sides, including natural disasters, 
piracy, trafficking and armed conflict. To make the oceans 
more secure, the EU announced €37.5 million to counter 
piracy along the south-eastern African coastline and in the 
Indian Ocean; a €4-million investment in the Copernicus sat-
ellite monitoring programme for monitoring oil pollution and 
large-scale commercial fisheries; continued support for mari-
time security in the Gulf of Guinea; €1 million to upgrade EU 
maritime authorities’ ICT systems; and a prototype surveil-
lance tool to reveal the extent of human activities at sea. 

“This conference isn’t 
just about commitments. It’s 

about implementation as well. 
Now we start tracking those 
commitments, and following 
up on these numerous work 

streams. Full steam ahead!

”EU Environment Commissioner Karmenu Vella

Despite the many successes, no one sees the conference 
as an end point. “This conference isn’t just about com-
mitments,” said Commissioner Vella after the close. “It’s 
about implementation as well. Now we start tracking those 
commitments, and following up on these numerous work 
streams. Full steam ahead!”

Our Ocean will continue in Indonesia in 2018.

More information 

 » https://ourocean2017.org/

 MALTA, 5-6 OCTOBER  2017

https://ourocean2017.org/
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 » WATER, MARINE AND COAST 

Innovation is the fount 
of new ideas for EU water 
management

The growing recognition that water is a finite 
resource has prompted a flood of new ideas and 
innovations to tackle water management chal-
lenges, many of them fostered by the European 
Innovation Partnership on Water (EIP Water).

Change is fundamental to supplying and maintaining the 
flow of fresh water in the future, both in Europe and world-
wide. EIP Water aims to lead the way in developing good 
practices, creating business opportunities and overcoming 
barriers linked to regulation, financing or practical imple-
mentation. It brings together public and private actors at 
EU, national and regional level – both supply and demand 
side – under the auspices of the EU 2020 Innovation Union.

At the end of September, the City of Porto, in Portugal, hosted 
the 4th EIP Water conference, attracting water innovators from 
all over Europe, including utility engineers, industry and agri-
culture representatives, start-ups, SMEs and investors. The 
conference was one of three major events in Porto Water Inno-
vation Week (PWIW), supported by the European Commission. 

The Mayors & Water Conference launched the Urban Water 
Agenda 2030. This new platform for collaboration linked to 
the EU Urban Agenda will help cities to manage water in 
a more integrated and sustainable way. Students and young 
professionals took part in the Water Innovation Lab, aimed 
at shaping future leaders in the water sector. Throughout the 
week, the ‘Water & People’ programme set our to make water 
management more tangible for local citizens and involve 
them in ‘Water and Innovation’, through street performances 
and the AquaPorto Water Festival in the city park. 

“Creation of innovative water 
systems holds significant potential 

to boost the competitiveness 
and growth of the European 

water sector.

”EU Environment Commissioner Karmenu Vella

Safeguarding water resources 
Wherever water is used, it can either be recycled or released 
by one user and used by another. The potential for recycling 
is huge, in particular in water-intensive industries like food 
production, chemicals and the paper industry.

“We are determined to move towards a more circular econ-
omy and manage our resources, including water, more 
sustainably and efficiently,” said European Environment 
Commissioner Karmenu Vella. “Creation of innovative water 
systems holds significant potential to boost the competi-
tiveness and growth of the European water sector, which 
already employs around a million people in Europe.”

One of the 29 action groups under the EIP is the City Blue-
prints Water Action Group. It brings together more than 
40 European cities and regions to share innovative solutions 
to urban water challenges. It also features in the recently 
published ‘Urban Water Atlas for Europe’, a complete pan-
orama of water management in European cities, with a Blue 
City Index measuring performance. 

But the EU does not only work to safeguard water 
resources in Europe. At international level, it has launched 
water partnerships with China and India, strengthening 
innovation cooperation and supporting the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals on Access to Water and Sanitation and 
Sustainable Cities and Communities. 

More information

 » http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/
innovationpartnership/

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/innovationpartnership/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/innovationpartnership/
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 » INTERNATIONAL ISSUES 

EU gets tougher on ivory 
trafficking
In July, the European Commission stepped 
up its fight against ivory trafficking and elephant 
poaching, with new, tighter rules on the export 
of raw ivory from Europe. It is now inviting 
individuals and organisations to submit their 
views on what more the EU should do to tackle 
ivory trafficking.

Up to 30 000 African elephants are being brutally slaugh-
tered each year for their tusks, largely to satisfy a growing 
market for ivory products in Asia. Elephant numbers are 
plummeting as a result, negating the rise we started to see 
at the end of the 1990s. 

International trade in ivory is banned, with the exemption of 
old ivory items dating back to the 1970s, when elephants 
were given protection under CITES, the global framework for 
fighting wildlife trafficking. As a result, it was legally pos-
sible to export these old ivory items from the EU. The export 
of old ivory tusks from the EU to Asia had risen continuously 
since 2012, a strong indicator that this exemption might 
have been fuelling the global demand for ivory, or that it 
was serving as a cover for the illegal ivory trade.

Now the Commission has closed this potential loophole, 
issuing new guidance to effectively block the export of 
raw ivory. This move puts into effect a commitment the EU 
made in 2016 in its Action Plan against Wildlife Trafficking. 

“Fighting international 
ivory trafficking is a battle we 

can’t afford to lose.

”EU Environment Commissioner Karmenu Vella                                                      

Going further
The plight of Africa’s elephants is of wide public concern. The 
European Parliament has called for a total ban on trading 
in ivory in the EU. The USA, China and other countries have 
recently decided on new measures to restrict their domestic 
ivory trade. The Commission is now consulting Europeans on 
what more the EU should do to tackle the illegal ivory trade. 
The online consultation is open until 8 December. The Com-
mission will publish a report summarising the results online 
while drawing on public feedback to guide future policy. 

The EU has also launched numerous initiatives against inter-
national ivory trafficking. It is the main donor supporting 
African countries and international law-enforcement agen-
cies to step up their efforts against these criminal activities. 
Furthermore, the Commission has provided €2.25 million to 
help developing countries implement CITES – the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species. Via CITES, the 
EU has been pressing for the adoption of targeted recommen-
dations, including trade sanctions, against countries involved 
as source, transit or final destination for ivory trafficking. 

“Fighting international ivory trafficking is a battle we 
can’t afford to lose,” said EU Environment Commissioner 
Karmenu Vella. “Our financial support for developing 
countries will strengthen their capacity to implement the 
CITES Convention. This is essential to achieve progress in 
the fight against poaching.”

More information 

 » Public consultation: https://ec.europa.eu/info/
consultations/public-consultation-ivory-trade-eu_en

https://ec.europa.eu/info/consultations/public-consultation-ivory-trade-eu_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/consultations/public-consultation-ivory-trade-eu_en
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 » AIR

Agricultural sector must 
reduce emissions and help 
fight air pollution 

Europe’s air quality has improved, but more 
progress is needed to reduce ammonia emissions, 
95 % of which are caused by agriculture. To meet 
the targets set by the new National Emissions 
Ceilings Directive, the agricultural sector should use 
proven cost-effective ways of lowering ammonia 
emissions, especially on big industrial farms. 

The fight for cleaner air has been one of EU’s main envir-
onmental policy concerns since the late 1970s. Over the 
last three decades, these policies have succeeded in low-
ering emissions of air pollutants and improving air quality 
across Europe. But emissions from agriculture, account-
ing for 95 % of all ammonia emissions in the EU, have 
decreased the least.

Despite low public awareness of its effects, there is compel-
ling evidence that ammonia emissions pose a serious health 
threat. Ammonia contributes to the formation of secondary 
particulate matter, which can cause or aggravate cardio-
vascular diseases, lung diseases, heart attacks, arrhythmias 
and cancer. Particulate matter can also affect the central 
nervous system and the reproductive system. 

When Paris air-pollution levels peaked in spring 2014, some 
62 % of the fine particles in the air came from ammo-
nia, according to the French National Center for Scientific 
Research (CNRS). Ammonia emissions are also the main 
reason for the eutrophication of lakes, rivers and oceans. 

“When Paris air pollution 
levels peaked in spring 

2014, some 62 % of the 
fine particles in the air were 

ammonia-induced.

”Policy push 
The agricultural sector will have to make a big effort to 
reach the ammonia-reduction commitments set out in the 
new legislation on the reduction of national emissions of 
certain atmospheric pollutants (NEC), which came into force 
at the end of 2016. Measures to reduce ammonia emis-
sions, including low-tech investments and changes in farm-
ing practices, are mostly for large industrial holdings, which 
account for 80 % of ammonia emissions. 

Member States have until 30 June 2018 to transfer these 
rules on to their statute books. And by 2019, they have to 
draw up National Air Pollution Control Programmes setting 
out measures to lower emissions of the five main air pollut-
ants – fine particulate matter (PM2.5), sulphur dioxide, nitro-
gen oxides, non-methane volatile organic compounds, and 
ammonia – to reach the targets agreed for 2020 and 2030. 

Along with the policy push, emissions from agriculture is a cen-
tral theme in the Clean Air Forum in Paris on 16-17 November 
– another sign that it is time for the agricultural sector to join 
the fight against air pollution in Europe.   

More information 

 » European Environment Agency’s report on Air Quality in 
the EU in 2017: https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/
air-quality-in-europe-2017 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/air-quality-in-europe-2017
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/air-quality-in-europe-2017
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 » URBAN, NOISE AND HEALTH 

Noise, a hidden health threat
Noise is the second biggest environmental 
health threat in Europe, according to the World 
Health Organization. While current EU legislation 
is broadly ‘fit for purpose’, Member States are 
not doing enough to implement it. Noise reduc-
tion measures are cost-effective, but awareness 
of the problem and implementing solutions 
to it remain a challenge.

One in four Europeans suffers from potentially harmful 
noise levels. Loss of sleep, poor concentration and high 
stress are classical complaints. But noise pollution can 
also cause diabetes, stroke and heart attack. 

People have always known that noise is bad for you, said 
Commissioner Karmenu Vella at a conference dedicated 
to ‘Noise in Europe’ earlier this year. He went on to explain 
that the the Environmental Noise Directive  is largely fit for 
purpose in identifying and curbing noise where people live, 
work, and play. But it has not lived up to its full poten-
tial. Member States need to do more to apply it fully, in 
line with the 7th Environment Action Programme goals, and 
accommodate the ‘polluter pays’ principle to ensure a level 
playing field.

“The 7th Environment 
Action Programme contains 

the clear goal of significantly 
decreasing noise pollution, 

bringing it ever closer to 
recommended levels.

”EU Environment Commissioner Karmenu Vella

While noise-reduction measures are cost-effective, aware-
ness of the problem and implementing solutions to it 
remain a challenge. “It is only through building greater 
understanding and awareness of the noise issue, focusing 
on the right projects – backed up by legislation – that we 
can hope to tackle the issue of noise in transport,” added 
Transport Commissioner Violeta Bulc. Road traffic is the 
largest source of noise pollution in Europe, according to 
the European Environment Agency.  

Getting support
The Commission’s Environmental Implementation Review 
can help Member States identify any gaps in their appli-
cation of EU laws, and find and share innovative solutions 
to fill them. Tangible projects, like NEREiDE and ENOVAL, 
are fostering new thinking on how to curb harmful noise. 
Solutions range from rubber-dampened road surfaces to 
large, yet clean and quiet aircraft engines, to alternative 
urban-planning addressing transport noise. 

Local authorities, especially in urban areas, need extra 
support. Here, initiatives such as the European Innovation 
Partnership on Smart Cities and Communities and the EU’s 
Urban Agenda are helping by raising awareness and tackling 
the most harmful effects of noise on Europeans.    

More information 

 » Environmental Noise Directive

 » Road traffic noise (latest figures, EEA)
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 » ECONOMICS

Maintaining momentum for 
circular economy transition 

Eighteen months after adoption of the Circular 
Economy Package, delivery is on track. To bring 
all stakeholders together, the new European 
Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform will be 
a ‘network of networks’, supporting progress 
across sectors.  

The adoption of the Circular Economy Package created 
a strong momentum to support the transition towards a cir-
cular economy. To keep moving forward, information needs to 
flow and connections made among diverse stakeholder groups.  

“I see the platform as 
the place for knowledge on 

the circular economy and for 
dialogue among stakeholders. 

The circular economy deserves 
the best platform. We cannot 
settle for second best!

”Daniel Calleja Crespo, Director-General  
for the Environment, European Commission

Different platforms, such as the Circular Economy Finance 
Support Platform (January 2017) or the EU Platform on Food 
Losses and Food Waste (November 2016) foster dialogue 
and exchanges on the circular economy and strengthen 
stakeholder synergies. Together, they face the challenges of 
transitioning towards the circular economy and taking the 
EU towards this goal. 

The European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform 
builds upon this objective and goes beyond sectorial net-
works. Envisaged as a ‘network of networks’, the platform 

highlighting cross-sector opportunities will become a hub 
that gathers knowledge on the circular economy and a place 
for dialogue among stakeholders.

Jointly launched by the Commission and the European Economic 
and Social Committee (EESC), the platform (#CEStakeholderEU) 
will be an open, virtual space to strengthen cooperation among 
stakeholders’ networks and facilitate the sharing of expertise 
and good practices on the circular economy. The platform web-
site, available in the autumn, enables stakeholders to look up 
circular-economy-related content and access the latest news 
and details about events. 

Others are already operating in this way. On 31 May 2017, 
BusinessEurope launched the European Circular Economy 
Industry Platform (www.circulary.eu) to showcase what small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and industry are doing 
on the circular economy and the challenges they face. 

Another example is the Sustainable Procurement Platform 
managed by ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability. 
It provides news, case studies, event information, guidance 
and more on sustainable procurement around the world. 

To get involved in the Platform (#CEStakeholderEU), stake-
holders can participate in the annual conference and, by 
interacting on the website, engage with other stakeholders 
and share good practices and events. Watch this space!

More information 

 » FAQs on the European Circular Economy Stakeholder 
Platform: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-
economy/pdf/FAQ.pdf 

 » BusinessEurope circular economy industry platform: 
http://www.circulary.eu/ 

 » ICLEI’s Sustainable Procurement Platform:  
http://www.sustainable-procurement.org/ 

European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform
A joint initiative by the European Commission and the European Economic and Social Committee

#CEstakeholderEU

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/pdf/FAQ.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/pdf/FAQ.pdf
http://www.circulary.eu/
http://www.sustainable-procurement.org/
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 » ECONOMICS

Joining forces to green  
the tax system 
Environmental taxes can contribute to a health-
ier planet and healthier people, and encourage 
more responsible environmental behaviour 
among citizens. They also spur jobs and growth. 
Civil society organisations have a role to play in 
ensuring environmental taxes work, according to 
a new study commissioned by DG Environment. 

The study investigates civil society’s role in developing 
effective taxes for reducing pollution and managing nat-
ural resources. It covers issues such as air pollution, water 
stress, waste, resources and circular economy, water quality 
and marine litter, and biodiversity and land use. 

NGOs, think-tanks and academia can play an important role 
in environmental tax reform, as illustrated by the different 
case studies. Their involvement ranges from initial problem 
identification and getting issues on to the policy agenda, 
through to policy implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 

For example, the Hungarian NGO Clean Air Action Group 
kick-started discussions on an air pollution charge that was 
later adopted. Public and NGO pressure led to the introduc-
tion of the Austrian landfill tax, whilst academics, scientists 
and NGOs provided inspiration for ecological fiscal transfers 
in Portugal and biodiversity offsetting schemes in Germany.  

Boosting acceptance
Stakeholders also have an important contribution to make 
in the uptake and acceptance of new taxes. For example, the 
salmon fishing licence in Ireland was the outcome of meet-
ings with 46 different agencies, organisations and individual 
stakeholders, leading to a perceived fair distribution of bur-
dens among recreational and commercial fishers. Formal 
consultations on Swedish air pollution taxes, the Irish plastic 
bag levy, and the Slovenian Forest Act helped ensure each 
instrument’s acceptability and effectiveness. 

Looking to the future, study authors Emma Watkins and 
Patrick ten Brink from the sustainability think-tank Institute 
for European Environmental Policy (IEEP) said: “National 
governments should engage more with civil society organ-
isations to promote change that has wide-ranging citizen 
support. Governments serve the public interest, and civil 
society organisations have their fingers on the pulse and 
provide a voice to the public.” 

“There should be a natural 
cooperation to meet common 

goals – a clean environment 
and safeguarding resources 

for current and future 
generations.

”European Semester 
Green taxes and phasing out environmentally harmful 
subsidies offer an effective and efficient way of achieving 
environmental policy objectives. While it is for the Member 
States to set up their taxation systems, the Commission 
is exploring the potential of environmental taxation in the 
context of the European Semester. With 40 case studies, 
this new report provides useful input for this process, as it pre-
sents lessons learnt from the successful use of market-based 
instruments to date.  

More information 

 » https://ieep.eu/publications/new-suite-of-40-case-
studies-on-environmental-fiscal-reform

https://ieep.eu/publications/new-suite-of-40-case-studies-on-environmental-fiscal-reform
https://ieep.eu/publications/new-suite-of-40-case-studies-on-environmental-fiscal-reform
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 » CLIMATE ACTION

Climate change action 
necessary – and good 
for business, say EU citizens
Europeans are increasingly concerned about 
climate change and support policy action, 
and an overwhelming majority believe that  
tackling climate change will benefit the EU 
economy and generate jobs and growth,  
according to a new survey. 

Results from the latest Eurobarometer survey on climate 
change show that 74 % of EU citizens now consider climate 
change to be a very serious problem, and almost 80 % believe 
that climate and energy policy action, along with increased 
energy efficiency, would be good for Europe’s economy.  

The survey comes after the historic United Nations Climate 
Change Conference (COP 21) held in December 2015 in Paris, 
where 195 countries agreed on the world’s first univer-
sal action plan to tackle climate change by limiting global 
warming to “well below” 2 °C.

Consensus on ambition 
With 27 901 EU citizens interviewed earlier this year, the 
survey results show an increase in citizen concern about 
climate change, with the number of respondents regarding 
climate change as a very serious problem (74 %) up five 
percentage points since the last survey in 2015 (69 %). 
Differences between socio-demographic groups have also 
narrowed, pointing towards a growing consensus in favour 
of taking action to tackle climate change.

European Commissioner for Climate Action and Energy 
Miguel Arias Cañete said: “This opinion poll shows that our 
ambitious climate and energy policy agenda has the most 
important backing of all: that of our citizens. It also shows 
that a clear majority of Europeans expect their politicians 
to address the serious climate challenge now as an essen-
tial tool for sustainable economic growth and creating 
jobs. And it is also encouragement for us at the European 
Commission to continue fighting for ambitious climate 
action across Europe.”

Good for business
Along with higher levels of concern about climate change, 
a substantial majority in all Member States believe that 
taking action on climate change and optimising energy use 
will lead to jobs and economic growth in Europe. Over four 
in ten respondents (43 %) think national governments are 
responsible for tackling climate change, while just under 
four in every ten think the EU (39 %) and business and 
industry (38 %) have a responsibility here.

More than three-quarters (77 %) agree that promoting EU 
expertise in new clean technologies to third countries will be 
good for European businesses. 

The role of policy is viewed positively: a clear majority (79 %) say 
that more public financial support should be given to the tran-
sition to clean energies, even if this means reducing fossil-fuel 
subsidies. Nearly nine out of ten also believe it is import ant for 
their national government to set targets to increase renewable 
energy use by 2030 (89 %) and provide support for improving 
energy efficiency by the same time (88 %).
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Across the Member States as a whole, 43 % consider cli-
mate change to be among the most serious issues facing 
the world. Respondents rank climate change as the third 
most serious global problem, after poverty, hunger and lack 
of drinking water (first) and international terrorism (second).

Citizen sentiment on climate change varies between Member 
States – in Sweden (38 %) and Denmark (29 %) it is rated as the 
most important global challenge. The proportion of respond-
ents who consider climate change to be the most serious 
global problem has increased since 2015 in six Member States, 
most notably in the Netherlands, Spain and Estonia. However, 
climate change is a lower priority for citizens in several coun-
tries in Southern and Eastern Europe, where fewer than one 
in ten respondents see it as the most important global issue. 

“This shows that our 
ambitious climate and energy 

policy agenda has the most 
important backing of all: that 

of our citizens.

”
 

European Commissioner for Climate Action  
and Energy Miguel Arias Cañete

Taking action 
Increased awareness is also translating into more responsible 
behaviour on the part of citizens. Although only around half 
of survey respondents said that they personally take action 
against climate change (49 %), nine out of ten (90 %) had 
recently taken at least one of the personal actions listed by 
the interviewer – notably, reducing and recycling waste (71 % 
of respondents) and cutting down on use of disposable items 
such as plastic bags and excessive packaging (56 %).

Building on its 2020 climate and energy targets, the EU 
has agreed ambitious greenhouse gas emissions reduction 
targets for 2030, with legislation to implement the 2030 
targets currently being negotiated by the European Par-
liament and Council. The European Commission has also 
issued a ‘roadmap’ for further EU emissions cuts by 2050. 

More information 

 » Find out more about attitudes towards climate change 
in the survey factsheets from individual Member States: 
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/citizens/support_en 

 » Read the Special Eurobarometer 459 report on climate 
change: https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/
support/docs/report_2017_en.pdf 

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/citizens/support_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/support/docs/report_2017_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/support/docs/report_2017_en.pdf
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 » CLIMATE ACTION 

Experts put forward ideas for 
EU low-carbon Innovation Fund

The European institutions have decided to 
establish a new Innovation Fund for the peri-
od post-2020, to be financed through the EU’s 
emissions trading system. Ahead of a public 
consultation, over 250 industry experts have 
given their views on how this fund could support 
innovative low-carbon energy solutions.  

The legislative proposal to revise the EU Emissions Trading 
System (EU ETS) includes the creation of a new Innovation 
Fund, to support demonstration projects in renewable energy, 
carbon capture and storage, and low-carbon innovation in 
energy-intensive industries. A key challenge will be to ensure 
effective use of the available funds – expected to total several 
billion euros – and address specific market needs.

Consequently, during the first half of 2017, the European Com-
mission consulted a range of experts from energy-intensive 
industries and the energy and finance sectors. The aim was to 
gather their views on the design of the proposed Innov ation 
Fund, including eligible technologies and financial modalities. 
The results are presented in a summary report, published 
ahead of a forthcoming public consultation on the fund.  

Funding priorities
The report highlights key messages from the expert con-
sultations: first, that there is an abundance of low-carbon, 
highly innovative technologies or solutions that could be 
demonstrated in the coming decade. These vary from break-
through technologies to new business models, and the experts 
recommend that solutions with major decarbonisation potential 
should be prioritised for investment.

Secondly, it is clear from previous experience that markets, 
technologies and investments change and evolve rapidly. The 
Innovation Fund should pay particular attention to the defini-

tion of eligible technologies and allow for competition while 
also ensuring comparability and robustness.Thirdly, there 
is consensus that cross-sectorial cooperation may unlock 
new value chains and economic benefits for the companies 
involved, especially in relation to carbon capture and storage 
(CCS) infrastructure, hydrogen, energy storage and integration 
of renewables.

A fourth key message is that financial support should be 
linked to a project’s risk profile. As the investment landscape 
is heterogeneous and dynamic, flexibility should also be an 
important feature of the Innovation Fund.

Furthermore, experts agreed that the timing of the support 
provided by the fund should be aligned with financial needs 
as each project progresses and disbursement based on pro-
ject milestones. This would allow financing to be redirected 
from underperforming to more successful projects.

Finally, many experts called for the Innovation Fund to be 
a kind of ‘one-stop shop’ to ensure complementarity between 
this and other EU and national financial instruments for 
low-carbon innovation. 

“The EU Emissions Trading 
System is a cornerstone of 

our climate policy and a key 
tool for reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions cost-effectively. 
Creating an Innovation Fund will 

help us to achieve large-scale 
deployment of innovative low-

carbon technologies in the power 
and industrial sectors, which will 

contribute to delivering on our 
climate and energy goals.

”Miguel Arias Cañete, EU Commissioner  
for Climate Action and Energy

More information 

 » Summary report: https://ec.europa.eu/clima/events/
articles/0115_en

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/events/articles/0115_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/events/articles/0115_en


Agenda

Cop 23 
6-17 November 

The 23rd session of the Conference of the 
Parties (COP 23) to the UN Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) will take place at the 
headquarters of the UNFCCC Secretariat in Bonn, 
Germany. The EU Pavilion will host various side 
events to stimulate debate on key thematic 
areas among party delegates and stakeholders.
 » http://www.cop-23.org/

Clean Air Forum 
16-17 November

This year the Forum will be held in Paris, France, 
where the focus will be on three themes: air quality 
in cities; agriculture and air quality; and clean 
air business opportunities. Experts, stakeholders 
and decision-makers will participate in structured 
dialogues and will exchange knowledge and good 
practice on policy, projects and programmes aiming 
to tackle air pollution and air quality issues.
 » https://www.euconf.eu/clean-air/

UN Environment Assembly 
4-6 December

Members of the UN decision-making body 
on the environment will gather in Nairobi, 
Kenya, to discuss the overarching theme 
of pollution. They aim to deliver tangible 
commitments to end the pollution of our 
air, land, waterways and oceans, and to 
safely manage chemicals and waste.
 » http://www.unep.org/environmentassembly/

un-environment-assembly

Unless otherwise stated, publications are available free of charge  
from the EU Bookshop at https://bookshop.europa.eu

Publications

EU action plan for nature, people and the economy
Following the European Commission’s ‘fitness check’ of the EU 
Birds and Habitats Directives, which have played a crucial role in 
protecting Europe’s nature for the last 25 years, an extensive 
evidence-gathering exercise revealed their implementation could 
be improved. As a result, in April 2017, the Commission adopted 
a comprehensive Action Plan setting out an ambitious work 
programme to bring the EU closer to meeting the goals of its 
Biodiversity Strategy 2020. 

Available online in all EU languages

 » http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/docs/brochures/
Action_plan_brochure_en.pdf 

Essen: European Green Capital 2017 
Over the years, Essen has changed dramatically from an indus-
trial coal and steel city to “the third greenest city in Germany”. 
It’s vision for the future – a sustainable city resistant to climate 
change, providing a heathy environment, an innovative green 
economy, integrative education and future-oriented mobility – 
reveals just some of the reasons why Essen was awarded the 
European Green Capital accolade for 2017.

Available in English and German

 » http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/wp-content/
uploads/2013/02/Essen_EGCA2017_BrochureRD.pdf

Landscapes in transition 
Data collected over 25 years (until 2012) provides a detailed 
account of changes in land cover across Europe. Landscape is one of 
the most precious assets contributing to Europe’s cultural heritage. 
The report looks at the main trends in land-cover change, including 
the conversion of agricultural land into urban areas and infrastruc-
ture and the intensification of forest use, to understand how land 
use shapes our environment in both positive and negative ways.

Available in EN

 » https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/landscapes-in-transition

European Green Capital 2017ESSEN

An initiative of

EEA Report No 10/2017

Landscapes in transition 
An account of 25 years of land cover change in Europe

ISSN 1977‑8449

Environment
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the economy
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In brief

A better strategy for plastics  

A recent stakeholder conference hosted by the European Commission in Brussels set out to address 
the challenges and opportunities posed by plastics and their place in the circular economy. Employing 
over 1.4 million people, the European plastics industry is worth more than EUR 350 billion a year. 
However, its growth is being restricted by low recycling rates and a high reliance on raw materials. 
The conference also explored the issue of marine litter, including microplastics and protecting of the 
health of EU citizens. The outcome of stakeholders’ discussions on durability, recycling, eliminating 
hazardous substances, sorting, traceability and biodegradability, among other topical issues, will feed 
into the new Plastics Strategy that the Commission will present later this year..

 » Read a summary of the outcome here: http://bit.ly/2xBbgsW

EU and China joining forces to protect global water resources

As part of the EU’s strategic cooperation with China, the China Europe Water Platform (CEWP) has 
been set up to promote policy dialogue, joint research and business development in the water 
sector. Its activities focus on four main areas: water and food – rural water challenges; water and 
urbanisation; water and energy; and river basin and flood management. At the annual high-level 
dialogue and business conference held in September in Turku, Finland, the EU and China signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding. This will establish a water policy dialogue covering legislation 
to protect water, integrated water resources management, water disasters, adapting to climate 
change, and better cooperation on international water issues. 

Environment Commissioner Vella said: “We are demonstrating our commitment to jointly address 
common water challenges. Water is the source of life. Climate change, pollution, increasing demand 
and wastage have put pressures like never before. We are showing that a global problem needs 
global action.” In October last year, during a visit to India, the Commissioner also signed an MoU 
with the country providing for an exchange of experience on water legislation and governance.

Fast facts

Green Investments.
During the 2014-2020 funding period, the LIFE programme is contributing approximately 
€3.4 billion to help Europe’s transition to a more sustainable and low-carbon future. This year, 
the EU will invest €222 million to support 139 new projects in 20 Member States selected from 
the 2016 call for proposals: 
▶  €181.9 million for projects in environment & resource efficiency, nature & biodiversity, 

and environmental governance & information:
• 59 LIFE environment & resource efficiency projects
• 39 LFE on nature & biodiversity projects
• 14 LIFE on environmental governance & information projects

▶  €40.2 million for projects on climate change adaptation, mitigation and governance & information:
• 12 LIFE climate change adaptation projects
• 9 LIFE climate change mitigation projects
• 6 LIFE climate governance & information projects
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https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/vella/announcements/stakeholder-conference-plastics-plenary-session-taking-forward-action_en

