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Fresh water, forests and agricul-
tural products are all renew-
able, provided they are not
consumed faster than they can
regenerate. Fossil fuels and
minerals, by contrast, are finite.
Although the effects of overex-
ploitation tend to be felt locally,
economic globalisation and in-
ternational trade in natural re-
sources make this a planetary
issue.

Food resources
Food, water and forests are all
renewable, but only up to a
point. The ’production’ of fish,
for instance, has grown faster
than Europe’s population. The
global catch has risen from 22
million tons a year in 1950 to
100 million tons now. Average
fish consumption in 1950 was 9
kg per person, compared to 19
kg by the beginning of the
1990s. Nevertheless, the fishing
industry has fallen into decline
as the sea can no longer sustain
exploitation at this level.

Cereal production tripled be-
tween 1950 and 1990 as agri-
culture grew steadily more in-
tensive (producing more on
less land). Output increased
faster than the population,
which meant some European
agricultural land had to be tak-
en out of cultivation. To say
nothing of the ecological impli-
cations of these new agricultur-
al practices, which are synony-
mous with fertilisers, pesticides
and soil depletion. Nor do
these statistics reflect the im-
mense regional disparities that
exist. Many countries have yet
to achieve self-sufficiency in
food.

The earth: 
keeping the balance

The earth itself is a fragile inher-
itance that we must protect
from abuse. The pollution gen-
erated by agriculture, transport
and industry, for instance, af-
fects the balance of the bio-
sphere far beyond the areas in
which it is generated. As we ap-
proach the year 2000, humanity
can no longer afford to waste
resources, whether they are
minerals, food, water, our natu-
ral heritage or the space in
which we live and work. The
globalisation of the economy
makes this a planetary issue.

he earth is commonly represented as humanity’s
bountiful mother, nourishing us with her goodness.
In reality, the relationship is very different. Our
planet is not a horn of plenty — the resources it of-
fers are limited by its capacity to renew them.T

Facts and Trends

To be taken in moderation
Water and forests

- Europe has 8% of the
world’s renewable fresh
water resources but is re-
sponsible for 15% of con-
sumption.

- Europe (not including the
former USSR) had an extra
1.9 million hectares of for-
est and woodland in 1990
compared to 1981, but
most of this increase is due
to commercial afforesta-
tions and few natural forest
still remain.

Drinking water is a vital resource, frag-
ile and limited.
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The Fifth Environmental Action
Programme sets out Europe’s
strategy for the coming years. It
is primarily concerned with our
natural resources and their sus-
tainability. The programme fo-
cuses on:
- better management of re-

sources by industry and more
rigorous common standards
for manufacturing processes
and consumer information;

- tax breaks to promote en-
hanced energy efficiency and
the development of renewable
energy sources;

- conservation of natural re-
sources by the agricultural sec-
tor, first and foremost by deal-
ing with the problem of
nitrates and pesticides.

A legal framework for 
renewable resources

Europe’s common fishing policy
has shown how measures can
be taken to protect natural re-
sources. It sets out to achieve
the conservation and balanced
exploitation of our fish stocks.

Forestry activities have gene-
rally been growing over the past
twenty years, during which
time the area of the planet co-
vered by forest and woodland
has decreased by around 6 %.
Once again, the figures dis-
guise a number of sharp re-
gional disparities. Forestation
in the northern temperate
zones has increased by 5 %,
thanks to reforestation and a
10 % increase in the forested
area of the Europe of the 15.
Tropical rainforests, by con-
trast, shrank by 50% between
1981 and 1990.

Europe in action

Objectives and resolutions

’Green’ label to 
protect our natural resources

A European eco-label will be awarded to products that do not pol-
lute and which make sparing use of raw materials. Kitchen roll and
toilet paper, for instance, will be able to show the eco-label if they:
- use fewer non-renewable resources;
- limit the spread of pollutants in the air and water; 
- can be readily recycled.
The eco-label will help consumers to choose everyday products
that make more sparing use of our natural resources

The limitation of the exploitation of fish
stocks is a difficult European stake.
(Fishing in the North Sea)

NATURAL RESOURCES



131

European activities to encour-
age the rational exploitation of
our forests are limited at pre-
sent to research and the ex-
change of information. Legisla-
tion has, however, been
introduced to:
- protect Europe’s forests from

atmospheric pollution,
- create a European forestry in-

formation and communication
system.

Although tropical deforestation
doesn’t have a direct, short-term
impact on the European envi-
ronment, it nevertheless poses a

general long-term threat. Eu-
rope itself contributes to defo-
restation through its demand for
wood, although imports of the
varieties in question have been
cut by half over the past 20 years.
The Community is currently
preparing new rules to meet the
objectives set out at Rio.

The Community is also con-
cerned about the impact of
agriculture on soil and water re-
serves. Its main goal in this area
is to:
- protect soil whenever sewage

sludge is used in agriculture,
- prevent water being polluted

by agricultural nitrates.

Nature protection begins with
the study and classification of

natural habitats and wildlife.
There is no shortage of local
data, but this is not always
comparable at European level
because of a lack of compatibil-
ity. To deal with this situation,
the Community has set up in-
ventory programmes to take
stock of our natural heritage
based on a common nomencla-
ture of European natural habi-
tats. This is also the first step
towards the creation of the
Natura 2000 network which
will give urgently needed pro-
tection to important European
natural sites.

Don’t remove more then renewable re-
sources allow.
(Wood stockings in Finland)
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The world
The globalisation of economies
and trade has made natural re-
sources an international issue.
Food resources are a case in
point. Although world food
production is growing, there
are acute regional differences.
The GATT organisation set out
to liberalise and harmonise im-
port controls and to give all its
member nations the chance to
trade fairly. The process was
blocked for a considerable time
by disagreements on agricul-
ture between the European
Community, the United States
and a group of countries that
supported the total abolition of
agricultural subsidies. The con-
clusion of the Uruguay Round
led to GATT’s replacement by
the new World Trade Organisa-
tion.

Europe and its 
Member States

The European Community has
already made changes to its

agricultural policy with less em-
phasis on subsidising produc-
tion and more on environmen-
tally friendly farming practices.

Member States are helping to
establish the new support sys-
tem by setting up local pro-
grammes that reflect the diver-
sity of Europe’s environment,
natural conditions and agricul-
tural structures. Farmers are
being compensated for lost rev-
enues arising from reduced
production and/or increased
costs and for their role in im-
proving the environment.

Economic globalisation also has
implications for non-renewable
raw materials. For the most
part, the countries of Europe
have long since exhausted their
own fuel and mineral reserves
and are now dependent on oth-
er countries for their supplies
(with all the geopolitical and
strategic problems that can en-
tail). But reserves throughout
the world are finite, too. Explo-
ration for new reserves and the
eking out of existing ones by re-
cycling simply delays the in-
evitable. Europe recognised

this fact when it introduced
new, more efficient energy
management measures after
the First Oil Crisis.

More rational town 
and country planning

Changes in land-use often cause
immense ecological upheaval.
Human activities affect the en-
vironment both directly (mines,
dikes, canalisation of rivers) and
indirectly (urbanisation, inten-
sive agriculture). They can also
transform landscapes by defor-
estation, desertification and soil
erosion. Many European coun-
tries have been aware of these
issues for many years and have
created the tools they need to
manage land-use in a rational
way.

Taking responsability

The future will be ecological or it will
not.
(Cultivation of sunflowers in south-east
France)
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