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nvironment is a major concern for Europeans. And it is easy to understand why. The environment is the air
we breathe, the water we drink, the food we eat, our forests, etc… The state of the environment determines
our quality of life both for us and for our children. And in turn we affect it by the way we Europeans live, pro-
duce and consume.

What can we do to improve and preserve our environment? First of all we can try to understand the chal-
lenges our modern society has in managing the environment. Despite the diversity and increasing technical
complexity of the problems involved, environment is not a subject for “specialists” only. Then we can focus
on clear and concrete objectives. Finally we can choose to achieve those objectives using different approach-
es and putting all our energy into it. In matters of environment, Europe leads the world !

For almost the past thirty years environmental policy has been a priority for the European Union. It has now been
brought to the fore by the Treaty of Amsterdam which has turned it into a key political objective of the Union. In close
partnership with the Member States, its regions and its cities, the European Union has become responsible for the fol-
lowing tasks: to ensure a high level of well being for everyone; to restore the quality of the environment where it has
deteriorated and in the future to act with a view to maintaining the essential balance necessary for our quality of life and
sustainable development for future generations.

These steps require a multi-sectoral approach  integrating the scientific, economic and political aspects of our policy. It
relies on a long term strategy and on the day to day behavior of citizens and business. It also comprises an information
strategy that guarantees access to the type of information that helps us to act effectively and gives our citizens the chance
to inform the public authorities in return.

The complexity of this whole policy led the Commission to publish the first edition of this book in 1997.The purpose
was to explain to our citizens the various issues at stake, the advances that have been made and also to explain the jour-
ney that still lies ahead for the achievement of this common European ambition. The publication has been a great  suc-
cess, so we have published it again with updates. Appearing on the eve of the Year 2000, these pages  are a real testa-
ment to the efforts made over the past quarter century. They describe the difficulties that have been encountered and
those that are still to be overcome.

It is my wish that by reading these pages each and every one of you will be better able to understand our environment,
take it to heart and be inspired to become a real partner, join us in this effort on which the quality of our life and that of
our children depends .

Margot Wallström 
European Commissioner responsible for the Environment, Nuclear Safety and Civil Protection.

The Environment? Our Environment

E

PREFACE
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STRUCTURE
The work comprises four
sections:

1. The central document

2. Glossary

3. Bibliography

4. Timeline

1. The central document

Comprises  25 factsheets ,
each dealing with a particu-
lar environmental topic.

Each issue is depicted in an
icon.  The l i s t  of  env iron-
mental issues and their cor-
responding icons is repea-
ted in the index and in the
table of contents. They are
also listed on the bookmark
attached to this work.

For each issue tackled, this
central document provides
information on:

• facts and trends;
• European Union actions;

and
• the responsibilities of the

various players involved.

The various issues treated
here interact in a number of
ways, and the appropriate
icons are displayed to allow
cross-referencing between
factsheets.

2. Glossary

The glossary provides expla-
nations of the various envi-

ronmenta l  concep t s  r e -
ferred to in this  work,  as
well as basic definitions in
current use.

3. Bibliography

This refers to the principal
sources that were used as
reference materia l  by the
editorial team preparing this
report.

Please consult the bibliogra-
phy for other bibliographical
sources for further reading.

4. Timeline

It is of benefit to every user
of this work to be able to vi-
sualise how environmental
issues,  and their  manage-
ment, have developed over
t ime .  The  t ime l i ne  i l l u s -
trates this in the light of cer-
tain events, polit ical deci-
s i on s  and  the  measu re s
implemented.

The key dates given on this
timeline identify four major
types of events and actions:

• world events;
• the evolution of the Euro-

pean Union;
• ecological disasters; and
• Europe’s  environmental

action.

Here, too, the use of icons
allows the reader to refer
quickly to those issue-based
factsheets, which are partic-
ularly closely linked to these
events.

5. Using the work

There are three ways of ac-
ces s ing  i n format ion  on  a
particular issue:

• through the central docu-
ment, with its issue-based
factsheets;

• through the timeline; or

• through the glossary.

The reader chooses direct
access to the factsheets
through the central docu-
ment

The  reader  chooses  t he
factsheet deal ing with the
issue in which he or she is
most interested. The reader
then has access to a body of
information on the chosen
top ic .  More  in -depth  re -
search may be carried out
by referring to other issues
via the icons.

The reader chooses to re-
fer to the timeline

The reader consults the im-
portant key dates relating to
the topic in which he or she
is interested. Icons are then
used to refer the reader to
the issue-based factsheets in
the central document.

The reader chooses an en-
try on the topic in which
he/she is interested

From here, the reader se-
l e c t s  t he  words  and  key
concepts relating to the top-
ic in which he or she is in-
terested.

Using icons, these concepts
then refer the reader to the
issue-based factsheets in the
central document.

his work provides information on a central docu-
ment comprising 25 factsheets relating to different
environmental issues.

This work can therefore be consulted according to
your information needs. The division between one
type of information and another is marked using a
system of icons (logos).T

USER’S GUIDE
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The single most important shift
that has occurred over the past
20 years is the fact that environ-
mental protection has now be-
come an inseparable part of
economic development. Slowly
but surely, European and even
global environmental pro-
grammes are giving our small
blue planet a new chance. Pro-
tecting the environment cer-
tainly requires our political
leaders to take action, but the
everyday choices of each and
every one of us can be no less
important. We will begin with a
review of the current state of
the environment.

For the generation 
ato comea

1970s - 
environmentalism comes of age

Environmental awareness has
grown steadily since the 1970s.
The primary goals at first were
simply to contain environmen-
tal problems, reduce health
risks, regulate planning and de-
velopment and protect threat-
ened species and habitats, all in
the short term. The main fea-

ture of the first generation of
policies (1970-85) was their
highly sectoral approach to-
wards the environment and the
actions to be taken (air, water,
waste and so on tended to be
viewed in isolation). The spot-
light fell mainly on the battle
against pollution and resources
remained relatively limited.

1980s -
thinking globally

A substantial shift has occurred
since the late 1980s. Early envi-
ronmental action turned out to
have little visible effect and
damage continued to be inflict-
ed in a number of areas. What’s
more, in addition to local prob-
lems, evidence emerged of en-
vironmental damage on a global
scale, such as climate change
and the depletion of the ozone
layer. Some products were

he problems caused by global economic development
have grown increasingly acute over the past 20 years.
Although a lot of progress has been made in certain
areas, the environmental warning-lights continue to
flash. Europe has a special part to play in the ecolo-
gical context, given its status as a highly industrialised
and developed region, and the European Union takes
its responsibilities very seriously. EU environmental
policy has already achieved some beneficial results,
but a lot more development is still needed in this
field.T

The earth is a fragile inheritance. 
(Sunset on European coast)

THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE
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found to pollute geographical
areas far away from where they
were emitted. Not even the
polar ice caps have been
spared. Finally, long-term, cu-
mulative effects have been dis-
covered that could pose a sig-
nif icant threat to future
generations.

Economic challenge

Having once been seen as con-
trary to business interests, envi-
ronmentalism has steadily be-
come an important element of
the industrial system, with a
growing influence on technolo-
gy and products. The environ-
ment has become an increa-
singly significant factor shaping
corporate strategy. What’s
more, environmental technolo-
gies and products have them-
selves become a growth sector
that is spearheading innovation
and creating employment.

The idea of sustainable 
development
Brundtland Report

UNCED, the United Nations
Commission on the Environ-
ment and Development, clearly
established in 1987 that the en-
vironment was deteriorating
steadily and that this was direct-
ly linked to regional and global
economic development. The
commission published its find-
ings as the ‘Brundtland Report’,
which also warned that some
forms of environmental damage
(climate change and hazardous
wastes, for instance) were be-
ing passed on systematically to
future generations. The report
showed the world that environ-
mental problems cannot be
separated from issues of human
welfare and general economic
development.

Alternative 
development

The Brundtland Report argued
in favour of alternative forms of

development that could ensure
economic growth in both the
short and long term while si-
multaneously improving the en-
vironment and preserving natu-
ral resources. Development of
this kind has been christened
‘sustainability’ — the only way
to avert economic or ecological
catastrophe in the medium to
long run. Sustainable develop-
ment must be capable of ‘meet-
ing current needs without com-
promising the ability of future
generations to meet theirs’.
The notion of sustainability
marks a turning point in eco-
nomic and environmental poli-
cy-making and has been widely
accepted and approved.

Prevention 
and restoration

The fact that sustainable devel-
opment is believed to be com-
patible with economic growth
has undoubtedly contributed to
this acceptance. Stronger than
that, a growing economy is ac-
tually seen as a necessary pre-
condition for sustainability, in
that it creates the resources
needed for ecological develop-
ment, the restoration of earlier
environmental damage and the
prevention of future harm.

Changing models of growth

We are faced with the challenge
of modifying our familiar mod-
els of economic growth. Every
citizen has to understand that
the quality and preservation of
the natural environment and its
resources are vital to continued
social and economic develop-
ment. As part of this process,
we have to stop seeing eco-
nomic growth as an end in itself
but as a factor that can help im-
prove the quality of our living
environment.

Rio Conference

Integration

The UN Conference on Envi-
ronment and Development
held in Rio in June 1992 focused

on the need to incorporate the
idea of sustainable develop-
ment into environmental and
economic policy-making. The
international community gath-
ered at Rio accepted (albeit in a
very general way) the aim of
sustainable development for
the whole world.

Agenda 21

The concrete results of the Rio
Conference were as follows.
The Rio Declaration on Envi-
ronment and Development.
The aim here is to work to-
wards sustainable develop-
ment, to eliminate non-viable
modes of production and con-
sumption and to establish a
global partnership in this field.

The Climate Change Conven-
tion sets the objective of stabil-
ising greenhouse gas concentra-
tions at a level that does not
threaten the world’s climate.
This is to be done by setting up
national and regional pro-
grammes and strategies. The
convention also sets the target
of stabilising emissions of CO2

(the most significant green-
house gas) by the year 2000.

The Biodiversity Convention
aims to safeguard the variety of
species and ecosystems.

The Forest Declaration ac-
knowledges the vital role
forests play in nurturing ecosys-
tems, water resources, climate
and biological diversity. It or-
ganises the introduction of pro-
tective measures and calls on
nations, consumers and pro-
ducers of tropical hardwoods
to use forests in the most sus-
tainable way possible.

Agenda 21, finally, is a general
plan integrating all the actions
to be taken by the international
community in all fields relating
to sustainable development
through to the 21st century.

Commitment

Signatories to the Rio agree-
ments have agreed to draw up

THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE
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plans for implementing the var-
ious conventions and declara-
tions. The first draft of Agenda
21 runs to 800 pages and 40
chapters, which set out a plane-
tary protection programme
costing $ 600 billion for 180 in-
dividual states at different
stages of ecological develop-
ment and awareness. It will be a
challenge, to say the least.

Rio + 5, Rio + 0?

In June 1997, the 160 Rio signa-
tories met for a second Earth
Summit in New York. Although
some encouraging results had
been obtained since Rio, the fi-
nal conference document ex-
pressed profound concern at
the accelerating deterioration
of the environment and partici-
pants had to acknowledge that
the overall outlook had grown
more sombre.
Far from diminishing, for in-
stance, greenhouse gas emis-
sions have continued to grow.
The battle against desertifica-
tion, the need to protect biodi-
versity and several other urgent
concerns were reaffirmed, but
no extra funds were pledged.
The systematic application of

Agenda 21 remains vitally im-
portant, but has yet to begin on
a significant scale. For its part,
the European Union has pro-
posed that all industrialised
countries reduce their CO2

emissions to 85 % of 1990 lev-
els by 2010. We can only hope
that Japan and the United States
will come on board by 1999
when the next international
conference on climate is sched-
uled.

Globalisation and 
Environment

Globalisation

The emergence of a truly global
economy brought about by the
dismantling of trade barriers
and growing investment flows
has introduced a new dynamic
into the search for sustainable
development. While globalisa-
tion offers opportunities for the
environment, it can also aggra-
vate environmental problems:

On the one hand, the process
of globalisation offers consider-

able potential for achieving in-
creased efficiency in the world
economy and for improving en-
vironmental efficiency. It can
also encourage the develop-
ment and wider use of new en-
vironmentally sound technolo-
gies.

On the other hand, the in-
creased scale of economic ac-
tivity expected to result from
globalisation is likely to lead to
changes in environmental quali-
ty and add to pressure on the
environment. Globalisation has
had a negative impact on the
environment in several ways:
transport, national resource
overuse, and increased con-
sumption.

At the same time the informa-
tion society and the globalisa-
tion of consumption trend has
meant that unsustainable pat-
terns of consumption that be-
fore were limited to industri-
alised countries in the North
are now spreading to huge pop-
ulations in the South. The envi-
ronmental consequences of the
changes in consumption pat-
terns in developing countries
could be significant.

Summary of programme in certain target sectors

INDUSTRY

ENERGY

TRANSPORT

AGRICULTURE

TOURISM

SECTORAL IMPACT

Integrated tackling of
pollution

Reducing pollution

More environment-
friendly vehicles and 

fuels

Ecologically sustainable
farming

Sustainable tourism - 
Town and country 

planning - 
Infrastructure 

RESOURCES

Reduction and 
enhanced management

of waste

Development of 
renewable resources

Rationalisation of 
infrastructure

Development of forests

Protection of coastal
zones and natural assets

ACTIONS

Eco-labelling of 
products

Reducing energy 
consumption

Improved car 
management

Rural development

Increased choice and
better seasonal 

distribution.

THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE
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THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE
Europe and the 

Global Environment

Global issues have increasingly
driven European environmental
policy. Some of the most press-
ing environmental issues today
are global in their character,
such as climate change, ozone
depletion and bio-diversity, re-
quiring coordinated global ac-
tion for effective solution. Oth-
er environmental problems
may be more regional in their
nature, but require solutions
around the world if they are to
be effectively addressed. There
is also a growing recognition of
the need to protect effectively
what has commonly been
termed the ‘Global Commons’
such as the oceans.

An indicator of the importance
of international processes for
the European Union is the fact
that during 1997 approximately
35 % of environmental legisla-
tion passed concerned interna-
tional commitments.

European environment policy
has been increasingly focussing
on global dimensions (climate
change, bio-diversity). An in-
creased coherence has been
achieved between environment
and development policy but this
integration still needs to go fur-
ther. Trade and economic poli-
cy, agriculture and fisheries are
also main areas that need more
global vision. The Millennium
Round of trade negotiations will
be an important opportunity,
for pursuing this aim.

Trade and Environment – Ensu-
ring that trade and financial flows
support sustainable development

The need to make international
trade and environmental protec-
tion mutually supportive in
favour of sustainable develop-
ment was one of the main mes-
sages from Rio. After Rio, the
trade and environment debate
was translated into the World
Trade Organisation arena follow-
ing the creation of the WTO’s
Committee on Trade and Envi-
ronment (CTE) in April 1994.
The Community has been active
in this debate and has been guid-
ed by the principles defined in
the Commission Communica-
tion of February 1996. In this
Communication, the Commis-
sion stressed that there was no
inherent contradiction between
trade liberalisation and environ-
mental protection.

Globalisation makes it impera-
tive to take into account envi-
ronmental protection and
sustainable development con-
siderations in international eco-
nomic negotiations and to de-
velop a more harmonious
relationship between trade and
environment policies at interna-
tional level. This is fully in line
with the provisions on integra-
tion in the Amsterdam Treaty.
At the same time, recent expe-
riences, particularly the failure
of the Multilateral Agreement
on Investment negotiations,
show that it will be difficult to
achieve broad social support for
further trade and investment

liberalisation commitments if
environment and sustainable
development objectives are not
duly taken into account.

At the 2nd WTO Ministerial
Conference in Geneva in May
1998 it was agreed to launch
comprehensive multilateral
trade negotiations in the year
2000. The degree of integration
of environment concerns into
the WTO system is not ade-
quate. However, the forthcom-
ing Round presents a ‘window
of opportunity ’ to make the
multi lateral trading system
more responsive to environ-
ment and sustainable develop-
ment concerns. In this process a
number of horizontal issues will
need to be clarified: the use of
trade measures in international
environmental agreements,
eco-labelling and the relation-
ship between trade rules and
core environmental principles
such as the precautionary prin-
ciple. It will also be necessary to
address the environmental im-
plications of both existing and
future WTO agreements, in-
cluding the potential for win-
win situations, (e.g. through the
removal of environmentally
harmful subsidies).

The links trade 
- development - environment

Developing countries have spe-
cific concerns in the trade and
environment debate. Trade and
foreign direct investment (FDI)
constitute the all over-shadow-
ing bulk of financial transfers to
developing countries. While
Overseas Development Aid
(ODA) has decreased in real
terms through the 1990’s, pri-
vate financial flows have in-
creased five-fold, and now rep-
resent on average almost 80%
of net resource flows to devel-
oping countries.

Environmental education is also to
keep in touch with the earth.
(Nature initiation class – Parc National
des Ecrins, Alpes du Dauphiné in
France)
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While trade liberalisation poses
some significant challenges to
developing countries, the re-
moval of trade restrictions and
distortions can also help pro-
mote their integration into the
world’s economy and con-
tribute to poverty eradication.
At the same time, developing
countries tend to regard with
apprehension the reinforce-
ment of environmental stan-
dards in industrialised countries
and fear that this process might
result in the establishment of
new trade barriers. In this con-
text, it is essential to consider
inter-linkages between trade
and environment and trade and
development issues with a view
to shaping a consistent sustain-
able trade agenda for the new
round. The involvement of de-
velopment policy makers and
practitioners in the trade and
environment debate is crucial
to reassuring developing coun-
tries that their fears are under-
stood. The link between trade
environment and development
must be addressed.

The trade-environment-devel-
opment link will be considered
in the Sustainability Assessment
of the new Round which the

European Commission will
shortly undertake.

The European Union’s 
Fifth Environment 

Programme
European environmental action
takes the form of five-year ac-
tion programmes.

The first four European envi-
ronment programmes (1973-
1992) led to the introduction of
over 200 legislative measures.
The Fifth Programme, adopted
towards the end of 1992,
marked a fundamental new ap-
proach.

From the Maastricht Treaty…

The Maastricht Treaty, signed in
February 1992, gave the envi-
ronment a more prominent
place in the policies of the Eu-
ropean Community and its
Member States. The treaty sets
out to:
• Promote sustainable and en-

vironmentally friendly devel-
opment;

• Establish a high level of envi-
ronmental protection;

• Integrate environmental needs
in policy-making and imple-
mentation in other sectors.

From now on, therefore, sus-
tainable development will be
one of the main objectives of
the European project.

... to the Fifth Environment 
Programme.

The European Community ’s
Fifth Environment Programme
’Towards Sustainability’ covers
the period 1993-2000. It sets
out an overall strategy leading
progressively towards sustain-
able development and defines
five sectors in which the envi-
ronment ought to have more
influence on policy and where
significant action is required.

Fields, objectives 
and targets

For each sector (industry, ener-
gy, transport, agriculture and
tourism) there are established
objectives, targets and timeta-
bles.

NB : + target will probably be met
+/- uncertain

- unlikely

(1) Including the former East Germany,  (2) In 1986, (3) By 1995, 
(4) By 1999, (5) By 2005

Advances in environmental protection as measured by progress towards
achieving Fifth Programme targets (index 1985 =100)

1985 1990 Target for Likelihood
year 2000 of meeting target

GLOBAL SCALE
CO2 emissions 100 (1) 102 102 +/-
CFC production 100 (2) 64 0 (3) +

EUROPEAN SCALE
SO2 emissions 100 (1) 88 65 +
NOx emissions 100 (1) 107 70 -
VOC emissions 100 101 70 (4) -

REGIONAL SCALE
Per capita urban waste 100 115 100 -
Noise > 65 dB 100 >100 100 +/-
Pesticides in groundwater 100 >100 0 (5) -
Nitrates in groundwater 100 >100 0 -

Source : European Environment Agency.
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Shared responsibility

This strategy also addresses the
responsibility of the key players
(government, companies, local
communities and the public)
because progress can only be
made if everyone recognises
the importance of the work to
be done and their own part in it.

A challenge for Europe

Urgent changes

Future generations have just as
much right to clean air, pure
water and green forests as we
do, but that right is currently
under severe threat. We have
all become aware of the danger
posed to the environment by
the uncontrolled exploitation of
the earth’s natural resources.
The greenhouse effect, the de-
pletion of the earth’s protective
ozone layer and the systematic
destruction of tropical rain-
forests are only three examples
of how the limits of sustainabili-
ty have been breached. After
two decades of what was es-
sentially corrective action (and
not always successful at that),
the Community now prefers to
emphasise partnership and

shared responsibility when it
comes to preventing and, if
possible, reversing environ-
mental damage.

Europe’s response

The European Union has
adopted over 200 directives
since 1970 with the aim of im-
proving air and water quality,
controll ing waste disposal,
monitoring industrial risks and
protecting nature. Key aims of
this legislation have been to re-
strict sulphur emissions (the
primary cause of acid rain), ban
the use of products that harm
the ozone layer, control trans-
port, eliminate hazardous
waste and establish safety stan-
dards for bathing waters at all
EU beaches. This approach cul-
minated in the adoption of the
Fifth Programme shortly after
the Rio Conference.

In addition to traditional legisla-
tive actions, the European
Union wishes to use a broad
spectrum of tools in order to
achieve a sustainable society:

• Economic instruments, to en-
courage good products and
processes.

• Financial instruments, of
which LIFE is the only one di-
rectly dedicated to the envi-
ronment.

Since its inception in 1992, it
has co-financed over one thou-
sand demonstration projects
for industry and local authori-
ties and nature protection ac-
tions. The Commission also
works closely together with the
Member States to add an envi-
ronmental dimension to the
Community Funds.
• Support measures (informa-

tion, education, research).

Interim review

Mixed results

The Commission drew up an
interim review of its progress in
1996. Progress has been made

in integration of environmental
considerations into other policy
areas. Progress is most ad-
vanced in the manufacturing
sector where legislation has ex-
isted for twenty years and
where the economic advan-
tages were quickly seen, and it
is least apparent in agriculture
and in tourism. In the field of
transport, awareness of the
problems is increasing,
progress is being made on vehi-
cle emissions, fuel quality and
technology, but the overall
growth in the number of vehi-
cles negates progress. In the en-
ergy sector, although the envi-
ronment is seen as part of the
problem and of the solution,
there is a lack of internalisation
of environmental costs into the
price of energy.

In a number of sectors, the evo-
lution of the quality of the envi-
ronment is emphasised in the
report of the European Envi-
ronment Agency: on chloroflu-
orocarbons (CFCs), halons, ni-
trogen oxides (NOx), volatile
organic compounds (VOCs)
and heavy metals.

In some other sectors, possible
improvements are awaited by
the year 2000:
• Sulphur dioxide emissions

(SO2);
• Production of ozone-deple-

ting substances;
• Heavy metal discharges into

the North Sea via the atmo-
sphere and continental wa-
ters;

• Carbon dioxide (CO2) emis-
sions. Despite considerable
uncertainty, reductions by the
year 2000 may be seen as a
first step towards future re-
ductions.

Could do better

The EU is on the right path in
some areas but it is still far from
sure of meeting its objectives in
the following sectors:
• Acidification. The widespread

breaching of critical limits will
continue;

• Volatile organic compounds
(VOCs). There has been a

The landscape, an act of man and nature.
(Spring in French speaking Brabant, 
Belgium)

THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE
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clear reduction in VOC emis-
sions, but the slow imple-
mentation of directives
makes it unlikely that targets
will be met by the year 2000;

• Nitrates. Drinking water
standards will be breached
less frequently thanks to sub-
stantial reductions in the use
of nitrogen in farming, but the
persistence of nitrates in
groundwater is such that the
targets will not be met with-
out denitrification;

• Waste management. Waste
generation continues to grow
steadily, despite waste pre-
vention policies. Future gains
from recycling will be under-
mined by the expense of the
procedures and the lack of
markets for recycled materi-
als;

• The urban environment.
Pressures in this area, espe-
cially those linked to traffic,
will continue to worsen in
most cities;

• Conserving and protecting
biodiversity. The pressure ex-
erted by transport and
tourism continues to intensi-
fy, even though a growing
number of areas are protect-
ed and agricultural problems
are diminishing in response to
changes in the CAP (Com-
mon Agricultural Policy) and
ecological farming measures.

Future Environmental Policies

The Amsterdam Treaty, coming
into force in 1999, puts an em-
phasis on sustainable develop-
ment. The new article 6 re-
quires that environmental
concerns be integrated into all
other policy areas. Upon specif-
ic request from the Heads of
Government and State sectoral
Councils of Ministers have
drawn up strategies on how this
can be achieved.

A global assessment of the Fifth
Environment Action pro-

gramme, undertaken by the
Commission in 1999, reviews
the implementation of the pro-
gramme from 1992 to 1999 and
presents options for environ-
mental and sustainable devel-
opment policy for the next
decade.

Formulating what policies
should follow the Fifth Action
Programme, special considera-
tion must be given to:
• The actual state of environ-

ment and expected trends
(including effects of policy
measures which yet have not
taken effect)

• The requirements of the Am-
sterdam Treaty

• The entry into the EU of
Central and Eastern Euro-
pean Countries

• How the EU Member States
will live up to the Kyoto Pro-
tocol requirements 

• How international trade
will promote sustainable
development

THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE
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Citizens are environmental players, too.
here are several things we can do to safeguard the future of hu-
manity and that of the earth by acting locally. We can join an envi-
ronmental organisation, carefully consider the daily choices we
make as consumers (‘green consumption’) and get involved as citi-
zens and voters in regional development projects.
Sustainable development isn’t just an abstract notion to be left to
our political leaders. In reality, the environment can only be pro-
tected by actions that are often simple but highly effective when
repeated by thousands if not millions of consumers. To help you
take concrete action, we have created a room-by-room tour of the

average house, focusing on the relevant themes in each one. Although we
can’t offer a comprehensive guide to ecologically sound living, once you
start thinking about these things, you’ll soon find you’re able to come up
with appropriate ecological behaviour for a wide range of family or work-
ing situations.
We admit, however, that although greener living can sometimes save us
money (lower fuel bills, for instance) it can also require substantial in-
vestment (installing a rainwater tank, choosing more expensive ‘green’
products, etc.). Protecting the environment and our health comes with a
price tag that none us can afford to dodge.

T
WHAT CAN YOU DO?

THE CITIZEN’S ROLE

THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE



17

Living room
You may be reading

this in your arm-
chair in the living
room, wondering

how to translate
the rather abstract no-

tion of sustainable development
into everyday terms. We might
as well begin with the light you
need to read these pages. The
first thing we do when the sun
goes down is to turn on a light.
We have as much domestic en-
ergy as we want nowadays and
it is only on the rare occasion of
a power cut that we suddenly
realise how dependent we have
become on electricity.
To reduce consumption, you
could switch to fluorescent or
other energy-saving bulbs,
which use only a quarter of the
energy to generate the same
amount of light and last up to
ten times longer. Apart from
the direct economic benefit,
switching bulbs in this way also
helps protect the environment.
The power we consume is rela-
tively cheap because the price
we pay does not reflect the true
environmental costs of generat-
ing electricity (consumption of
non-renewable fossil fuels, dis-
posing of nuclear waste, etc.).
Domestic energy consumption
is growing steadily as new
labour-saving appliances contin-
ue to make our lives easier.
You can, however, stabilise and
even reduce your electricity
consumption via a few simple
actions. Adjust lighting to your
actual needs (e.g. by installing
neon tubes in the garage and
kitchen), choose appliances
with lower energy consump-
tion, turn out the lights when
you leave a room and use direct
rather than indirect lighting.
You can also keep an eye on off-
peak consumption — energy
may cost less at night, but its
environmental impact is just the
same.

aKitchena
The kitchen has got

to be one of the
most frequently
visited and live-

liest rooms in any
house. It’s here, of

course, that meals are prepared
and often eaten. The kitchen is
very much a strategic room — a
place of communication and
discussion and a food store. It is
also here that we keep our
main domestic appliances
(fridge, dishwasher, mixer, cof-
fee-maker, kettle, microwave,
etc.) and wash and dry our dish-
es. Every one of these activities
has environmental implications
in terms of energy conserva-
tion, saving water and ecologi-
cally aware consumption.
The kitchen is also the place
where waste management be-
gins. In an attempt to tackle the
growing volume of domestic
waste, many local communities
organise the selective collection
of paper, cardboard, glass, met-
als and minor chemical waste.
Some encourage the compost-
ing of organic waste, as home-
made compost improves soil
quality while reducing the vol-
ume of domestic refuse by
around 40%.
In many cases, therefore, peo-
ple’s kitchens have become
mini-sorting centres. We should
clearly understand, however,
that sorting and recycling waste
is a responsibility taken on in
perpetuity. One effect of man-
aging your own household
waste is to make you realise
that the best kind of waste is
the kind you don’t produce in
the first place. Watch out for
excessive packaging at the time
of purchase, give preference to
durable and non-polluting pro-
ducts and buy correct amounts
to avoid waste. In short, we all
need to apply the principle of
prevention.

Bathroom
Have you ever

wondered, during
your morning or
evening ablutions,

how much water
you consume every

day in keeping yourself clean?
Washing your hands uses any-
where between 2 and 18 litres,
brushing your teeth 0.2 to 5
litres and taking a bath 150 to
200 litres. Not to mention
those seemingly insignificant lit-
tle leaks. A dripping tap can
waste 35 cubic metres of water
a year and a toilet with an in-
correctly adjusted flush as much
as 220 cubic metres! Careless-
ness like this can cost a lot when
your water’s metered, to say
nothing of the environmental
impact. What’s more, the water
in question is usually drinking
water. We’re used to having un-
limited amounts of good-quality
water on tap at a ridiculously
low price, blinding us to the fact
that drinking water is a precious
and rare resource that needs to
be conserved.
Away from the bathroom, we
can always use alternative wa-
ter supplies like rainwater for a
variety of purposes — cleaning
the house, watering the plants
or filling the washing machine
or toilet. Another habit to be
avoided is disinfecting toilets
with bleach. It isn’t effective
and is very harmful to health
and the environment, as bleach
contains chlorine which reacts
with organic compounds in wa-
ter to form dangerous and per-
sistent organochlorines (muta-
gens, carcinogens, etc.) which
can then build up in the food
chain.

Bedroom
The bedroom is a

very important
part of the home
in which we spend

many hours every
day. It is a room that

deserves a lot of attention, from
noise levels to lighting, heating
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and furnishings and, most im-
portant of all, air quality. Bed-
rooms should be well ventilated
and should not have fitted car-
pets, as these can cause aller-
gies. Certain materials used in
construction, decoration and
furniture can also emit sub-
stances that are harmful to
health and the environment
over a prolonged period. It’s al-
ways best to use natural materi-
als like stone, wood, cork, natu-
ral plaster and cotton and to
choose paints and other pro-
ducts that are water rather than
solvent-based. You can use
dried flowers, spices and fruit
to perfume rooms and
wardrobes, rather than spray-
ing chemical air-fresheners. As
for cleaning, finally, the best so-
lution is light and regular wash-
ing with an environmentally
friendly detergent.

aGaragea
Garages are often
workshops in
which cars cohab-
it with bikes and

scooters, gardening
tools, lawn-mowers,

tool-boxes and workbenches.
Many of them have shelves
filled with products of varying
age, from bottles of distilled
water to paints, pesticides and
highly-toxic solvents. You
should always follow the sto-
rage instructions for these prod-
ucts, make sure that the label is
properly legible and that the
use-by date hasn’t lapsed. They
should be kept away from heat
and damp, and most important
of all, out of reach of children. If
you need to get rid of any of
these products, you should ne-
ver just throw them into the
dustbin or pour them down the
drain or onto the ground, as
they are far too harmful to the
environment and human health
(they can give off toxic gases,
for instance). Contact your lo-
cal waste-collection service to
find out what you should do
with household chemical waste.

Talking about garages naturally
brings us to the car. Car-use
should be taken into account
when choosing somewhere to
live. The ideal home has a gar-
den, even a small one, and a
garage for your bikes, and
should be close to work, public
transport connections and
shopping facilities. You can then
use your car in combination
with public transport, walking
and cycling, something which
children particularly enjoy. The
environmental impact of cars is
focused on elsewhere in this
book. Suffice it to say that our
cities are literally suffocating un-
der the effects of car use, yet
this is only one aspect of the
overall problem.

aGardena
The garden is a

place of relaxation
for the whole fam-
ily. Many gardens

are far from per-
fect, acting as home to

weeds and slugs which try to
beat us to the lettuce. The ideal
garden for a lot of people would
be totally free of weeds, pests
and disease and should have
plenty of flowers. Modern gar-
deners can achieve this ideal
without many hours of work by
turning to a whole arsenal of
chemical products, from artifi-
cial fertilisers to pesticides,
none of which are entirely free
of health and environmental
side-effects. We can, however,
enjoy productive and healthy
gardens without resorting to
chemical products. If we make
our own compost we can fer-
tilise our soil cheaply and effec-
tively, while substantially reduc-
ing the volume of our
household refuse. We can have
our soil analysed to see
whether we need to increase
the amount of nutrients. We
can also use living organisms or
their products to deal with any
pests that take a fancy to our
plants. Ladybirds, for instance,
are great greenfly predators. Ju-

dicious combination and rota-
tion of plant species, finally, can
also significantly improve the
quality of our gardens.

Changing the world
We live in a society that pushes
us to consume more and more
all the time. Manufacturers and
service-providers are constant-
ly encouraging us to buy. Atti-
tudes towards cars reveal a lot
about a society. For the average
citizen, the car is a symbol of
social success. The newer,
more attractive, comfortable
and powerful the car, the higher
its owner has climbed the social
ladder. At least that’s what
many consumers believe. The
number of cars per household
is another supposed indicator of
social success. Meanwhile, cars
are becoming increasingly recy-
clable, fitted with catalytic con-
verters and thrifty in fuel con-
sumption, all of which eases the
consumer’s conscience and
pushes public and alternative
forms of transport into the
background. Immense financial
interests are at stake, not to
mention jobs — directly in the
case of car design, construction,
distribution and maintenance
and indirectly for the road,
healthcare and insurance indus-
tries. As time goes by, however,
we are having to pay a mount-
ing environmental cost as the
air becomes unbreathable in
our cities. And the lives of many
citizens have been left miser-
able and dangerous by the car.
How, for instance, can we in-
crease road safety around our
schools when it has become the
norm to drive our kids directly
to the school gate? In many ar-
eas, no-one in their right mind
would let their children cycle to
school any more. The environ-
mental revolution we need can
only happen if there is a real
change in mentality. Only then
will the idea of sustainability be
truly enshrined in our daily
lives. We mustn’t leave it too
late to act.

THE EARTH IN THE FUTURE
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POPULATION AND LAND USE

Austria, Finland and Sweden
recently joined the European
Union, which had hitherto
been one of the most densely
populated areas in the world
with 147 inhabitants per km2.
The addition of the immense
Scandinavian territories (27%
of the EU’s surface area with
only 6 % of its total population)
reduced this figure to 114 in-
habitants per km2. The distri-
bution of the EU’s population
is, however, extremely un-
equal. The density in Finland is
a mere 15 inhabitants/km2, ris-
ing to 331 in Belgium and 372 in
the Netherlands. Some 20% of
Europe’s 370 million citizens
live within 4% of its territory,
primari ly in the highly ur-
banised industrial areas and
along the coasts. This has in-
evitably created a concentrated
release of pollutants into the
environment and has led to the
development of all related in-
frastructures and networks in
society: transport, telecommu-
nications, electricity etc.

One important response to
these problems lies in the ap-
proach we take to planning and
how we use the land. We can
see this in the Netherlands for
example which has the densest
population in Europe whilst en-

joying vast areas of green belt
and open spaces.

Well-informed and more
aware, Europe’s citizens, as
consumers, can make more re-
sponsible and better-informed
choices which can reduce the
pressure on our environment.

Profile
Higher standards of living are
the fundamental cause for the
growth of material consump-
tion in Europe which has grown
spectacularly in the last 40
years. A second factor has been
the overall growth of popula-
tion in that period, some 17 %
since 1964 despite a levelling off
of the birth rate in recent years.
The average European also lives
longer (to an average age of 72
for men and 79 for women). As
the number of pensioners has
rapidly increased so has the de-
sire to travel. Retired people
have plenty of free time and in
many cases are better off finan-
cially than their juniors. This
makes them important con-
sumers of leisure services and
holidays. The sharp increase in
European consumption of
goods and services can also be

attributed to other factors, in-
cluding shrinking average
households (more people living
alone).

Struggling to keep up
Europe actually stands out from
the rest of the world for its lack
of demographic dynamism. In
1993, net population growth in
the EU ranged from 5 for every
1,000 inhabitants in Ireland to -
1.2 in Germany. The recent col-
lapse in the birth rate in Spain,
Greece, the Netherlands and
Ireland will further accelerate
the relative ageing of the popu-
lation in those regions.

2 out of 3 citizens are
town-dwellers

Recent decades have seen the
closure of many farms and the
loss of 2 million jobs in rural ar-
eas. This has significantly al-
tered the pattern of population
distribution. The amount of
land under cultivation has de-
clined steadily in Europe since
the beginning of the 1960s.
Conversely, reforestation and
natural tree growth led to a
10 % increase in forested area
over the same period. Virgin
land or properties abandoned
by bankrupt farmers and rural
workers drawn to the city have
often been bought up and used
to build new homes and busi-
nesses, infrastructure or recre-
ational facilities.
The growing imbalance be-
tween town and countryside
has led to increased consump-
tion of energy and transport. It
has been calculated that the
combined effect of urbanisation
and mobility in Europe’s most
densely populated countries
causes built-up areas to in-
crease by 2% every 10 years. It
has also been estimated that the
road network already con-
sumes 1.3% of the European
Union’s total land area com-
pared to a mere 0.03% in the
case of rail.

he link between population, environment and
economic development is very complex. If we
could clearly identify the different factors,
then we might understand how to prevent the
problems that ensue from this relationship.
One thing is certainly obvious: concentrations
of population, misuse of national resources,
poverty and lack of any control cause environ-
mental degradation. However, a better level
of education, healthcare and nutrition as well
as scientific and technological progress would
definitely make a solid contribution to the
better use of natural resources. Recent deve-
lopments in three areas (control of birth rate,
life expectancy and standards of living) in se-
veral regions of the world are important indices
of their future demographic trends. How does
Europe compare?T

Facts and Trends

The pressure of humanity
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Europe’s industrial landscape has
changed a great deal over the
past 20 years. Heavy industry has
declined (a process that began
somewhat later in the East) and
the service and high technology
sectors have increased in growth
tremendously. These changes,
together with measures taken in
the field of energy efficiency have
helped the EU make important
progress over the past 20 years
in terms of the efficiency of ener-
gy consumption.

Everything we produce and con-
sume has an impact on the envi-
ronment. Above all, it is the way
goods are produced that decides

Europe in action

New approaches Source : Eurostat

The urban settlement constantly 
increases at the expense of the rural
settlement
(Housing in the Isle of Dogs, London,
United Kingdom.)

POPULATION AND LAND USE
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how big this impact will be. The
explosive increase in oil prices in
the early 1970s, growing envi-
ronmental awareness and the in-
troduction of the first environ-
mental regulations forced
Europe to restructure economi-
cally. Technological advances
have also occurred in the three
main fields of energy-saving, ma-
terial substitution and pollution
control. This is clearly apparent
when we review the pattern of
industry’s energy and raw mate-
rial consumption in recent
decades (the rate of energy use
measured in terms of gross do-
mestic consumption per unit of
GDP has been reduced
by 25%). A similar pic-
ture appears through
the explosion of new
businesses working in
the field of environ-
mental protection.
What’s more, the
breakthrough of infor-
mation society tech-
nologies could ensure
better management of
natural resources and
more effective pollu-
tion control in the fu-
ture.

No doubt that by the
end of the 1990s, all
the most effective
steps in this field will al-
ready have been taken.
In other words, if the
European economy
and population contin-
ue to grow at the pre-
sent rate, the mea-
sures we will have to
introduce in the future
to maintain or reduce
current emission rates
will be increasingly
complex and onerous.
For that reason it is im-
portant we act quickly.

Managing our 
land more 
effectively

The EU has redoubled
its efforts to support

effective and more integrated
town and regional planning po-
licy. It is well known that simply
providing structural funds is no
longer enough, nor completely
efficient, especially as the re-
sults of such investments can be
environmentally damaging. The
current priority is to sketch the
outlines of Europe’s future ex-
pansion, part of which entails
implementing the Europe
2000+ report (1994) which laid
the foundations for cooperation

in the field of European land de-
velopment. The report places
particular stress on the need to
protect the environment, safe-
guard biodiversity and manage
natural resources prudently. It
also emphasises the need for
cross-border, inter-regional and
transnational cooperation with-
in the EU itself and with neigh-
bouring countries if we are to
achieve our shared objective of
promoting sustainable develop-
ment.

A drop in the birth-rate shows up as a reduction at the base of the pyramid. At the same
time, however, the apex is rising because people are living longer. What we see here is
two processes acting at the same time.

Demographic pyramid in the EU : 
comparison between 1960/1993 (% of world population).

Source : Eurostat

POPULATION AND LAND USE
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The impact 
of development

The quality of the environment
and the growing concentration
of population are a clear chal-
lenge for our societies. Simply
defining these two factors more
effectively would go a long way
towards a cleaver picture of a
more symbiotic relationship be-
tween our civilisation and nature.

Town and country planning is
frequently used as an instru-
ment for protecting the envi-
ronment. Plans can be drawn
up at national or regional level,
but the system generally ope-
rates at local level. Some states
use sector plans incorporating
specific ecological objectives,

such as programmes for resto-
ring environmental damage in
eastern Germany, land-use
plans for coastal zones in Portu-
gal, regional plans for discharge
points in the Netherlands and
plans for integrated transport
management in Austria. The
public is increasingly involved in
the drafting of these plans - a
factor that has been the norm in
recent years for Northern Eu-
rope and which is now also
spreading to the countries of
the South, as demonstrated by
Portugal’s recent national envi-
ronment plan.

Physical planning has to be seen
as one aspect of an overall stra-
tegy of environmental policy.
Denmark, France, Ireland, Nor-
way, the Netherlands and the
UK have all risen to the chal-

lenge, drafting Green Plans for
the year 2000. The basic idea in
each case is to address environ-
mental problems at their
source, taking them directly
into account when formulating
national policy and the codes of
conduct to be pursued by the
various sectors of business.

Quality of life, an objective to reach in
the cities as well.
(The Grand’Place in Bruges, Belgium)

Soaring
growth rates

The impact of demographic
and economic growth on the
well-being of our planet has
been measured in the follo-
wing terms:
• Tripling of the population

over the last 100 years and
a doubling in the last 40;

• 20-fold increase in eco-
nomic activity;

• 50-fold increase in the
consumption of fossil fuels;

• 50-fold increase in indus-
trial output.

PRIORITY OBJECTIVES 
• Introduce measures to improve energy efficiency.
• Enhance processes and technology.
• Improve pollution control.
• Reduce emissions and discharges.
• Introduce environmental management tools (LCA).

Taking responsibility

POPULATION AND LAND USE
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APortraitA
The EU’s annual industrial out-
put is worth around ECU 2,600
billion, putting it alongside the
United States and Japan as one
of the world’s leading industrial
powers. European manufactur-
ing is currently growing at a rate
of 2% a year, compared to a
1993 forecast of 2.6% annual
growth until the year 2000.
Some 80% of the industrial sec-
tor is made up of small and
medium-sized firms and it is di-
rectly responsible for around
25% of Europe’s wealth.

Environment alert
By definition, all industrial activ-
ity uses up natural resources

energy, generates waste and re-
leases pollution. If the environ-
ment is not to be damaged irre-
versibly, it is crucial that we
continue to reduce this damage
at a rapid pace. Current levels
are downright alarming (see
table). What’s more, our raw
materials are running out.

Production up, pollu-
tion down

Recent technological advances,
the decline of heavy industry
and the growth of the service
sector have helped reduce con-
sumption per unit produced of
energy and raw materials signif-
icantly. In many cases, however,
these advances have been ac-

companied by increased pro-
duction. In the chemical indus-
try, for instance, unit energy
consumption fell 30% between
1980 and 1989, but production
rose 50% over the same period.

Cleaner technology
Prior to the 1980s, virtually no
account was taken of environ-
mental concerns when it came
to shaping industrial processes.
Stricter environmental legisla-
tion and demand on the part of
consumers for greener pro-
ducts are, however, obliging in-
dustrial companies to take
more and more notice of the
environment in their business
plans. This is best illustrated by
the development of ‘clean tech-
nology ’ and eco-efficiency
throughout industry. The pur-
pose of such technology is to
prevent pollution rather than
curing it. It means that fewer
raw materials are used to man-
ufacture the same finished
product and that less pollution
is generated in the process.

ndustry is an immense source of wealth and comfort
for modern society, but it is also responsible for much
pollution that threatens our health and environment.
There is an urgent need nowadays to add an ecological
dimension to economic development and to reconcile
competition with respect for the environment. Al-
though this is an immense challenge, it is one that can
and must be met.I

Facts and Trends

Greening industry

Industry’s contribution to the main 
environmental issues (1995, list not exhaustive)

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUE INDUSTRY’S SHARE

• Climate change • 27 % of CO2 emissions 
24 % of N2O emissions

• Destruction of the ozone layer • 80 % of CFC emissions

• Acidification of the environment • 29 % of SO2 emissions, 
13 % of NOX emissions

• Air pollution • 30 % of VOC emissions

• Waste materials • 29 % of waste production

• Water resources • 53 % of water consumption
7 % of phosphorous discharges 

10 % of nitrogen discharges

• Urban environment • 10 % of noise emissions

INDUSTRIAL ACTIVITY
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Objectives
Europe’s strategic goal is for
ecological concerns to be
steadily integrated in industrial
policy. Recently, the European
Commission published a Com-
munication on the competitive-
ness of European enterprises
facing globalisation in which it
argued that the capacity of Eu-
ropean enterprises to anticipate
the use of ambitious environ-
mental standards is an advan-
tage on world markets. The
concepts of eco-efficiency and
eco-innovation help companies
to both reduce their costs and
protect the environment.

Measures
A collection of measures and
support instruments have been
adopted in this regard. Whilst
fiscal and financial incentives
like eco-taxes are considered
important they have proven dif-
ficult in practice (for example
the CO2/energy tax project —
see ‘Climate’). Therefore, a
number of important new re-
quirements have also been in-
troduced on a purely legislative
level, including:
• Regulations for chemical

products which set out
packaging, labelling, transport
and marketing standards for
all hazardous substances.

• A directive on major acci-
dent risks associated with
certain industrial activities
(‘Seveso’ Directive).

• A system for assessing the
environmental impact of
certain public or private pro-

jects. Permission to go ahead
with these projects is now
based on a compulsory envi-
ronmental impact assess-
ment. The latter is available
to the public who can submit
opinions, which must be tak-
en into account by the regu-

lating authority when decid-
ing whether or not to grant
permission for the project.

• Rules to reward environmen-
tally friendly products by al-
lowing them to display an eco-
label as a major element of an
integrated product policy.

• An eco-management and
audit Scheme to encourage
firms to evaluate and steadily
improve their environmental
performance, in return for
use of the ‘EMAS’ symbol and
an enhanced image in the re-
lationship with the public and
their stakeholders (‘EMAS’
regulation).

It was once widely believed that economic development
was incompatible with ecological concerns. Nowadays, it
has become clear that we both can and must create and
recreate industries that are compatible with the protec-
tion of the environment. European policy sets out to en-
courage ecologically friendly production, stressing that ‘as
far as the environment is concerned, industry is not only
part of the problem, it is also one of the keys to its solu-
tion’.

Europe in action

Industry, essential and sometimes
aggressive.
(Polyurethane industry, Germany)

INDUSTRIAL ACTIVITY
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• A directive on packaging
setting out recycling stan-
dards for waste packaging.

• A directive on integrated
pollution prevention and
control, which introduces a
new approach to emission
prevention through the con-
trol of pollution from air, wa-
ter and soil in large industrial
and agricultural installations.
The Directive replaces the
old ‘end-of-pipe’ solution that
tried to control final dis-
charges with an approach
which uses technology to
minimise emissions at every
stage of the industrial pro-
cess. (‘IPPC’ Directive).

aResultsa
Despite some pollution preven-
tion and the conservation of
natural resources (especially
water) have yet to be adequate-
ly integrated in either industrial
policy or practice. Important
progress has been achieved
where the following conditions
apply:
• The source of the pollution is

well defined;
• Anti-pollution techniques are

available at the beginning of
the chain;

• The measures in question only
entail a low level of costs (im-

proving energy efficiency, for
instance, or reducing waste).

Progress in other fields, howev-
er, has been very modest or
inadequate:
• Controlling emissions;

• Developing clean technology;
• Reducing packaging waste;
• Integrated pollution preven-

tion.

The growing cost 
of caring for 

the environment
It has been calculated that by
the year 2000, industry will
have taken most of the mea-
sures that require only a rela-
tively modest investment. Con-
sequently, as economic and
demographic growth conti-
nues, the measures needed to
keep emissions at or below cur-
rent levels will become increas-
ingly complex and onerous.

• New economic instruments that encourage in-
dustry to add an environmental dimension to their
production and management policies.

• Development of less polluting processes and
products.

• The availability of relatively inexpensive technical
solutions for reducing certain types of pollution;

• Improved management and control of production
processes.

• The closure of heavy industries and the develop-
ment of the service sector (which is less voracious
in its consumption of raw materials and energy).

• Growing interest of banks and insurers in cleaner
industries.

• Growth in production and consumption.
• Increasing demand for energy (despite improved

energy efficiency in some industrial processes).
• The low price of certain products (especially fos-

sil fuels), which discourages real savings.
• The cost of introducing clean technology.
• Development of an integrated product policy.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

Water is generally necessary to indus-
try, for better or worse.
(Petrol industry – The Port of
Antwerp, Belgium)
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Member state level
Member States can, with EU
support, promote ‘eco-indus-
tries’ and encourage traditional
industry to make a ‘green
breakthrough’. This entails the
following measures (some
countries have, of course, al-
ready begun to act in this field):
• Improving the spread of clean

technology and promoting
ecological best practice espe-
cially eco-efficiency and eco-
innovation;

• Stressing the benefits of a
positive attitude towards en-
vironmental problems;

• Launching support pro-
grammes for SMEs to en-
courage them to switch to
less polluting technologies by
means of practical and finan-
cial assistance;

• Providing information and
raising awareness to encour-
age changes in consumer be-
haviour.

As far as preventing industrial
pollution is concerned, the di-
rective on environmental im-
pact assessments has proved
very effective and is now begin-
ning to bear fruit.

Big business quicker 
to respond

Industrial companies wishing to
reduce their environmental

costs and improve their brand
image have been steadily incor-
porating environmental con-
cerns in their business plans.
For many of them, a more envi-
ronmentally friendly approach
has become an important mar-
keting tool. Industries increas-
ingly publish environmental re-
ports. These need to be
improved, however, in order to
play a role similar to that of the
‘normal’ annual report. Some
have signed ‘sustainable deve-
lopment charters’, while others
have opted for voluntary codes
drawn up by Europe, such as
the eco-label and eco-audit
(EMAS) schemes. Others still
have signed voluntary agree-
ments with their respective
governments, committing
themselves to go further than
existing standards require.
Many industries have also
turned towards the concept of
eco-efficiency and the opportu-
nity offered by technology to
reduce inputs and power con-
sumption in the production
process. This has a dual effect,
lower costs and better compe-
titiveness for industry and less
waste and lower emissions for
our environment.

What about SMEs?
It is at the level of small and
medium-sized enterprises that
progress towards greater envi-

ronmental protection has been
weakest, in spite of the fact that
both the EU and individual
Member States provide expert
technical and financial assis-
tance to support SMEs in their
environmental efforts. Because
of their size, companies in this
category ought to be flexible
and adaptable, giving them a
potential advantage in certain
new and existing markets (envi-
ronmental services, product re-
cycling, etc.). Their develop-
ment is often held back,
however, by restrictive admin-
istrative, financial or legal re-
quirements.

The citizen’s role
Europe’s citizens can play an
important part in persuading in-
dustry to take fuller account of
the environment. They can sup-
port cleaner companies by pre-
ferring environmentally-sound
products (phosphate-free
washing powder, CFC-free
aerosols, recycled paper,
reusable products, etc.). Citi-
zens can also urge industrial
firms to take part in the Euro-
pean eco-management and au-
dit Scheme (EMAS) or to sign
an environmental charter.

Environmental impact assess-
ments, meanwhile, offer local
residents greater involvement
in the authorising or rejection of
certain categories of public or
private project.

Taking responsibility

Source : ERM.

HISTORICAL ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT TRENDS.

INDUSTRIAL ACTIVITY
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There has been an explosion in
freight and passenger traffic in
recent decades as the economy
has grown and people have be-
come increasingly mobile
(work and leisure travel). The
number of passenger kilome-
ters travelled rose by 121% be-
tween 1970 and 1996.

To meet this demand, govern-
ments have increased the num-
ber of building works for net-
work infrastructures. They
have stepped up their road-
construction programmes (to
meet demand for the most
popular form of transport) and
have built numerous airports
and high-speed rail links.

These measures have had to be
taken, however, against a back-
ground of intense competition,
which has tended to outweigh
the necessary balance and inte-
gration between the different
modes of transport.  From the
environmental point of view,
traffic growth is very worrying.
Transport accounts for 25% of

total CO2 emissions in Europe
and is a major source of noise
pollution, up to 80% of the to-
tal nuisance in some countries.
As it expands, it inevitably in-
creases the burden placed on
the environment. From conges-
tion and the threat of gridlock
to network maintenance, acci-
dents and respiratory com-
plaints, the social costs of our
much-prized mobility are self-
evident.

Cities under threat
It is hardly surprising then that
an increase in traffic has re-
duced the benefits of techno-
logical advances such as catalyt-
ic converters and other
improvements. City dwellers
are becoming increasingly re-
sentful of the damage to health,
the noise pollution and the land
take associated with cars and
trucks. However, new Euro-
pean air quality standards will
oblige cities to review their

transport policies and to find
new ways of providing citizens
with access to work, recreation
and cultural activities, while si-
multaneously protecting their
quality of life. Cities in Europe
which have already introduced
this new approach are encour-
aged to exchange their respec-
tive experiences. It also has to
recognise that external factors
like price, quality and variety of
service, journey length and the
organisation of social and eco-
nomic life will continue to influ-
ence the way these activities
develop.

Plane, car, train 
aor boat?a

European forecasts suggest that
it will be up to the road system
to absorb a large part of the
40% increase in the volume of
passenger transport foreseen
between now and 2010. Air
travel is also growing explosive-
ly for both business and tourism
(forecast increase of 182% un-
til 2010). Meanwhile, ecologi-
cally sound transport infrastruc-
ture such as cycle routes,
tramways and waterways, need
to be revitalised and improved
if people are to be convinced
that they are an attractive alter-
native.

ransport is continuing to grow at an unsustainable
rate. Not only does it consume immense quantities
of energy and space, it is also an important source of
atmospheric pollution, noise pollution as well as be-
ing a growing contributor to climate change. Most
worrying of all, road traffic, the most damaging form
of transport, is also the most popular.T

Facts and Trends

The earth’s clogged arteries

An increase of 182% in aerial traffic is
expected by the year 2010.

TRANSPORT
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Although there have been Eu-
ropean standards on emissions
from vehicles since the early
1970s, it was only in the mid-
1980s that a concern over acid
rain led to standards which real-
ly reduced emissions. Since
then, the concern over the
health and environmental ef-
fects of vehicle emissions have
led to tough standards for pas-
senger cars which could only be
met through the introduction of
the three-way catalyst and stan-
dards for lorries. However, the
increases in traffic have reduced
the benefits that these stan-
dards have delivered as well as
increasing the concern over
CO2 emissions from transport.

To tackle these problems the
Community has taken a two-
track approach. For air pollutants
such as nitrogen oxides and
smoke particles, the Community
set clear air quality objectives

then looked at what needed to
be done to achieve these targets,
taking into account the growth
forecasts for transport and what
was most cost-effective (Auto-
Oil process). This has led to very
strict standards being laid down
for 2000 and 2005 for both vehi-
cles and fuels. For CO2, (the main
gas responsible for global war-
ming) the Community developed
the CO2/cars Strategy, which has
as its objective a one third reduc-
tion in emissions of CO2 from
new passenger cars by the year
2005 (or at the latest 2010).

However, if much has and will
be done to reduce air pollution
from growing traffic, the fact re-
mains that growth in motor ve-
hicles will continue to under-
mine quality of life, especially in
urban areas. Noise, traffic acci-
dents, congestion and increasing
levels of CO2 pollution are just
some of the negative effects.

The next step for the Commu-
nity and for Member States is to
look seriously at ways of curbing
the growth in transport. This of
course implies a range of mea-
sures which focus on reducing
the demand for road transport
whilst providing acceptable al-
ternatives for both passenger
and freight transport.

Integration
European transport and environ-
ment Ministers met together in
June 1998 to look at the pro-
blems that transport poses to the
environment. Having concluded
that present growth rates in road
transport are unsustainable, their
Heads of State asked them to
come up with a plan to fully inte-
grate environmental concerns
into transport policy, at all levels.

A New Look at Mobility
The EU is working with local
authorities, especially as part of

European environment and transport Ministers have con-
cluded that the present rate of growth of road transport is
unsustainable in the long term. All levels of government,
from local to European, must now work together to deve-
lop a sustainable transport system.

Europe in action

Sustainable mobility

Do cars still have their place in the
town center?
(Amsterdam ‘Leidseplein’, 
the Netherlands)

TRANSPORT
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the Car Free Cities Network,
to try to reduce the demand for
motorised transport in urban
areas whilst maintaining the
same level of accessibility to
needed services. Pilot studies
into car sharing, improving the
link between different trans-
port modes as well as road pri-
cing have all been supported by
the Community.

Setting the standard
New standards for motor vehi-
cles and fuels will come into ef-
fect in 2000 and 2005. These
standards, which aim to reduce
noxious emissions (exhaust gas-
es) from motor cars, represent
some of the toughest standards
in the world. The Community is
also working towards the
strategic environmental assess-
ment of infrastructure building.

Infrastructure
The EU funds a good deal of
transport infrastructure building
across Europe. Too often, in the
past, this funding has worked
against the development of sus-
tainable transport systems. In
the future, the Community must
ensure that infrastructure pro-
jects take full account of our en-
vironmental objectives.

Economic approach
The Commission has proposed
measures that will take greater
account of the true external
costs of transport by obliging
heavy goods vehicles, for in-
stance, to meet the infrastruc-
ture and environment costs to
which they give rise. Another
item on the agenda is how to
use vehicle tax to guide con-
sumers towards cleaner and
more fuel-efficient cars.

CO2 from cars
To try to curb the growth in
CO2 emissions from cars, the
Community adopted the
CO2/cars strategy. As part of
the strategy, European car man-
ufacturers have made a com-
mitment to reduce by 25% the

emissions of CO2 from passen-
ger cars. In addition, to enable
consumers to play their role,
the Community will shortly
adopt legislation, which will en-
sure that all European con-
sumers will have information on
the fuel efficiency of new cars.

• Technological progress.
• Development of the TEN.
• Increased awareness on the part of Member

States and the public.
• Growth in transport.
• Privileged position enjoyed by roads. 
• Economic incentives determined by considera-

tions other than the environment.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

Public transport pollutes less and clears
the streets.
(Tram in Strasbourg, France)

TRANSPORT
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Could Europe do more?
Further technological advances
and the introduction of even
more rigorous standards are not
enough in themselves to
counter the forecast increase in
traffic and the implications of
this for the environment. The
EU will have to launch new ini-
tiatives to favour forms of trans-
port that take better care of the
environment. It also needs to
ensure greater safety when haz-
ardous goods are transported,
to improve traffic management
in the most sensitive areas and
to use taxes in a way that en-
courages users and operators to
make more reasonable choices.
At infrastructure level, Europe
should ensure that its financial
support of schemes to adjust
the transport mix is subjected to
more critical evaluation. The
strategic environmental assess-
ment, already mentioned, is one
way forward towards this goal.

Industrial responsibility
Much has been done in the past
few years to improve the quality
of vehicles and fuels. The Auto-
Oil programme showed how in-
dustry and governments could
cooperate to achieve environ-
mental objectives. The recent
environmental agreement on
CO2 emissions between Euro-
pean car manufacturers and Eu-
rope is also positive, as to

achieve the agreed target will
entail a great deal of investment
in new technology. However, it
is not only the manufacturers
but also the providers of trans-
port who can act – improved
freight logistics, maintenance,
driver behaviour can all play a
role. Companies can also look at
their own transport needs and
see how these can be reduced
or switched to more environ-
mentally friendly modes. Car
manufacturers will also have to
think more about what happens
at the end of a car’s life as new
EU legislation on the recycleabil-
ity of cars is now in the pipeline.

Understanding 
the Problem

Although the EU is aware of the
conflict between transport and
the environment, no one quite
knows precisely to what extent
transport effects the environ-
ment. To fill this gap, the Com-
mission, including Eurostat, and
the European Environment
Agency are working together to
develop a set of indicators that
will tell us where we are and
how much still needs to be done.

Local input
The principles of subsidiarity
and shared responsibility are
particularly relevant in the field
of transport. A coherent ap-

proach requires that everybody
- government, industry, trans-
port companies and users -
share in the effort. Local deci-
sion-makers play a key role in
shaping transport policies that
show greater respect for the
environment. They are step-
ping up their efforts to tackle
the problem of congestion and
pollution in urban centres. Tax
incentives, efficient and accessi-
ble public transport, free provi-
sion of cycles and strategically
placed car parks to allow effec-
tive links with public transport
are just some of the steps that
can help achieve this objective.

Convincing the user
Member States and the EU face
the challenge to convince car
users to leave the car at home
and choose other options.
However, until all transport
modes pay not only for the cost
of maintaining infrastructure
but also for the costs they cause
to society (e.g. hospital admis-
sions for children caused by air
pollution) this will be difficult to
achieve. Of course, at the same
time, public transport providers
and local planners must provide
attractive and environmentally
friendly alternatives. Only in
this way can we persuade the
users of transport systems, you,
to change your behaviour.

Taking responsibility

Private cars are generally non-eco-
nomic and a waste of time.
(City’s entrance – Northern Europe)
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Almost every aspect of our daily
lives depends on energy. Energy
keeps us warm, fuels our cars
and keeps our factories running.
Problems in the energy supply
or fluctuations in the price of
fuel can have immense reper-
cussions for the economy. This
was made painfully clear by the
spectacular price increases that
occurred in the 1970s, pushing
the West into recession.

Energy consumption, be it large
or small in scale, is linked just as
closely to fluctuations in the
earth’s ecological balance. Ener-
gy production is almost univer-
sally harmful to the environment,
from extraction, transport and
refining through to consumption.
The risks can, however, be limi-
ted to some extent by the type of
energy we choose (hydropower
is a case in point).

Europe’s economy has grown
immensely since the early

1950s. We enjoy a standard of
living previously undreamed of.
This manifests itself in both in-
dustry and everyday life in the
form of unbridled consumption
- an inexorable rise in the num-
ber of cars, computers, washing
machines and kilometres trav-
elled. Europe’s total gross in-
land consumption (not including
the USSR) grew 74% between
1971 and 1990, from 770 to
1340 Mtoe. Although our ma-
chines have become more en-
ergy-efficient, higher consump-
tion has combined with an
increase in the number of
households to produce a gradu-
al but steady rise in demand for
energy - roughly 0.6% a year
between 1974 and 1992.

CO2 in the dock
To put it bluntly, the rate at
which demand for energy is

growing is incompatible with
the long-term survival of our
planet. The hole in the ozone
layer and acid rain are merely
the most spectacular conse-
quences of our voracious con-
sumption of energy. CO2 is the
biggest villain. Massive quanti-
ties of the gas are pumped into
the atmosphere by factory
chimneys and car exhausts,
making it one of the European
Union’s most pressing concerns.

None of the measures taken so
far has genuinely tackled the
root of the problem. The price
of oil has slipped back to an af-
fordable level, sapping the will
of domestic and industrial con-
sumers to reduce their energy
requirements. Nor have they
shown much interest in alterna-
tive or renewable energies.

Spectacular jump
Demand for electricity grew by
2.7% a year in the period 
1974-1992. In response, the
generators increased capacity
by 42% between 1980 and
1992. The increase was spread
across the different energy
sources, but most of the slack
was taken up by nuclear power,
which now supplies 35% of all
our electricity, almost matching

the share accounted
for by solid fuels.
Hydropower, which
is known for its non-
polluting character,
makes up barely
9% of total produc-
tion. As for the risks
associated with
atomic energy, nu-
clear power stations
have little impact on
the environment
when operating
normally, but the is-
sue of nuclear waste
and its storage re-
mains a key concern
in today’s Europe.

nergy may be vital to our economic develop-
ment, but it is also a gigantic source of environ-
mental pollution. How can we reduce demand
for energy at a time when oil prices are so low
and our desire for comfort so high?E

Facts and Trends

A serious case of bulimia

Energy yes, but which kind?
(Iron and steel industry –
Belgium)
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Greater cohesion
Europe decided at a very
early stage to devote a
considerable amount of
money to improving the
way it manages its energy
consumption. The problem
then arose of how to per-
suade the governments,
manufacturers, producers,
distributors and con-
sumers in its Member
States that they ought to
coordinate their efforts
more effectively.

Europe was equally quick to in-
corporate environmental con-
cerns in its energy policy after
the First Oil Crisis. Its motiva-
tion was simple: greater ener-
gy efficiency would simultane-
ously reduce environmental
pollution and Europe’s depen-
dence on the oil-producing
countries.

Although early measures to
combat air pollution and acid
rain failed to reduce total ener-
gy consumption in the EU, they
at least managed to slow down
the rate at which demand
(gross inland consumption per
unit of GDP) was increasing.

In more recent years, the EU
has launched a series of com-
mon energy programmes to
help meet the challenge of
bringing CO2 emissions back to
their 1990 level by the year
2000. But these measures alone
were still clearly not enough.
The EU’s next move was to
create a set of new economic
and fiscal weapons, which were
brought to bear first of all on cli-
mate change. The most ambi-
tious of the new instruments
would be CO2 energy tax.
What’s more, a great deal of the
increase in energy consumption
is attributable to countries out-
side the EU. To address this
problem, large-scale economic
stimulation packages have been
targeted at the nations of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe and the
newly independent states of the
former USSR.

Partnership 
with energy suppliers

The EU has also introduced
economic incentives to help
transform gas and electricity
distributors into service

providers with a vested interest
in improving energy efficiency.
In a similar kind of partnership,
the Commission has brokered a
voluntary agreement between
domestic appliance manufac-
turers.

What about renewable 
energies?

The pattern of energy produc-
tion has changed over the past
ten years. The share accounted
for by solid fuels has declined,
while that of natural gas and nu-
clear power has increased. The
target for 2010 is merely to ex-
ceed a market share of 7.5%
for renewable energies, com-
pared to 5% in 1995. Despite
vigorous promotion in the
shape of a series of common
energy programmes, renew-
able energies are developing
slowly because of the higher
costs, operating constraints (re-
newable solutions are extreme-
ly localised or require a great
deal of space) and difficulties in
getting beyond the trial stage.
95% of this type of energy
comes from biomass and hy-
dropower. Other solutions pro-
moted by Member States in-

Europe in action

Energy consumption by sector 1970-90.

Market share of energy types.
Source : Eurostat.
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clude biocombustibles (in
France and Finland), solar ener-
gy (Italy and the Netherlands),
forestry waste (Denmark) and
wind-farms (Greece and the
Netherlands).

EU programmes
The JOULE Thermie pro-
gramme, launched in 1990,
promoted new, non-polluting
and efficient techniques for ra-
tional energy use, renewable
energies, solid fuels and hydro-
carbons. It was transformed in
1995 into a new programme for
non-nuclear energy, designed
to help reduce the adverse en-
vironmental impact of exces-
sive energy consumption and to
ensure sustainable energy
sources at an affordable price.

SAVE I was launched in 1991
with the related goal of reduc-
ing CO2 emissions. The aim of
SAVE is also to improve energy
management by actions at local
and regional level and to devel-
op new instruments capable of
promoting improved energy ef-
ficiency.

ALTENER set out in 1993 to
achieve the same goals via a dif-
ferent route - promoting re-
newable energies.

It was only in 1995 that com-
petitiveness and security of sup-
ply were added to the environ-
mental aspect as key strands of
the EU’s common energy poli-
cy. The priority is now to en-
sure that the costs of energy
production and consumption

are integrated more effectively
into market prices.

• Despite a series of EU programmes, CO2 pro-
duction in several sectors remains worrying.

• The use of renewable energies in most Member
States has yet to advance beyond the research
stage.

• Incentives to improve energy efficiency not only
depend on specific government policies but also
on the supply situation. France has a good
record on CO2 reduction, for instance, but this
is chiefly due to the fact that it generates a large
proportion of its electricity using nuclear power
stations. 

• Demand-side measures remain modest, despite
national programmes to improve energy effi-
ciency.

• The low energy prices we are currently wit-
nessing may be good for economic develop-
ment but are a powerful disincentive when it
comes to saving energy.

Developments

Nuclear stations present different in-
conveniences and risks to thermal sta-
tions.
(Cooling-tower)

The Good...                    ...the Bad
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Long-term vision
Policies in this field have to be
long-term in character if energy
production and consumption are
to be made less harmful to the
environment. Europe intends to
build on the achievements of ex-
isting policy while focusing on
crucial factors like the forecast
increase in traffic. New ap-
proaches were defined and pre-
sented in 1994 in a document
entitled ‘For a European Union
Energy Policy’. The priorities set
out at that time were to further
develop clean technologies, to
improve energy efficiency and to
move towards a pricing system
that takes full account of all the
market’s external costs.

Member States at work
EU governments are support-
ing the development of more
efficient energy use. Germany,
Denmark, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands and Greece, for in-

stance, are promoting tech-
niques for combined heat and
power production. On the de-
mand side, national energy pro-
grammes have set targets for
reducing energy consumption,
but the measures actually taken
remain very modest (insulating
buildings, modernising public
lighting, etc.). If the balance is to
be corrected, these measures
need to be linked with clear
economic incentives. Specific
agreements with large con-
sumers are the most effective
way of raising industry’s aware-
ness of the environmental issue.
This is the approach France has
adopted towards the steel, pa-
per and paper pulp industries.

Mobilising Europe’s 
citizens (again)

The oil crisis in the 1970s made
Europe’s citizens acutely aware
of the need to conserve energy.
This awareness has, however,
weakened considerably in recent

years as the price of oil returned
to a more affordable level. Con-
stant discipline is needed if we
are to reduce the amount of fuel
used by our central heating sys-
tems and cars. To address this
problem, the EU has created lo-
cal and regional energy manage-
ment agencies. These are now
active in quite a few Member
States, where they support the
efforts of gas and electricity dis-
tributors and local authorities to
help members of the public
make the right energy choices.
The number of publications and
members of staff devoted to this
field is increasing. There is an in-
teresting Spanish energy guide,
for instance, which offers practi-
cal advice on the most effective
use of household appliances, do-
mestic heating and alternative
energy. Meanwhile, Danish elec-
tricity bills include a detailed
breakdown of power consump-
tion, which helps make cus-
tomers more responsible.

Taking responsibility

Harnessing wind energy, this future so-
lution nevertheless has its l imits.
(Wind turbines – Douglas, central Scot-
land)

ENERGY
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Agriculture and forestry:
environmental victims...
Atmospheric pollution, tropo-
spheric ozone build-up and cli-
mate change all affect growers’
yields. Agriculture is also affected
by land sealing due to urbanisa-
tion. Our forests, too, are being
damaged by pollution. One tree
in four has been affected directly
or indirectly, by acid rains and
tens of thousands of hectares are
ravaged by fire every year.

... environmental 
athreatsa

For many years, the main objec-
tives of agricultural policy were
self-sufficiency in food and steady
growth in productivity. Nations
needed to produce more and
more all the time, causing them
to invest successfully in mechani-
sation and research. Chemical
fertilisers and pesticides did
wonders for farmers’ yields.

The countryside has been
transformed to the detriment
of existing ecosystems
(hedgerows and copses).

Characteristic habitats and gen-
eral biodiversity have been lost
and there have been other un-
welcome consequences like soil
erosion. Soil can suffer from
erosion, compaction and re-

duced fertility, some of which
can be the result of excessive
mechanisation on the farm,
which can do irreparable dam-
age. Intensive use of fertilisers
has adversely affected ground-
water and encouraged eutrophi-
cation in surface waters. Inten-
sive animal husbandry produces
methane and ammonia and pol-
lutes the atmosphere, while the
immense quantities of liquid ma-
nure produced by agricultural
firms have become an acute li-
quid waste disposal problem. In-
tensive irrigation and drainage
practises also contribute to
prominent problems such as
water scarcity and loss of wet-
lands which have an important
regulatory function in hydrolo-
gic concerns. Things aren’t much
better in our forests, where
monoculture has again altered
the landscape and reduced bio-
diversity. Human beings have

long since exterminated all the
large predators in many of our
forests (wolf, lynx and bear).

In Europe the abandonment of
farming activities would dam-
age biodiversity and in any case
would not normally lead to the
recreation of the aboriginal na-
tural status. The challenges pro-
posed by both the intensifica-
tion and abandonment of
farming, therefore, raise ques-
tions concerning the relation-
ship between agriculture and
the environment and the future
basis for the European model of
sustainable agriculture.

Changing the face 
of agriculture

In the last few years, however,
the trend has gradually reversed
itself as governments and citi-
zens alike have grown increas-
ingly aware of the prevailing
problems. For their part, con-
sumers are demanding healthier
and better quality products.
Governments, meanwhile, have
been encouraging forms of agri-
culture that are more beneficial
to the environment, such as less
intensive farming methods, or-
ganic farming and the mainte-
nance and planting of
hedgerows. Europe’s total
forested area has grown by 10%
in the space of a few years.

armland and forests account for 42% and 33%
respectively of all Europe’s territory. There
could hardly be a clearer indication of how our
environment has been shaped by these land-
scapes. Farmers have traditionally been viewed
as the gardeners and custodians of the country-
side.
Nevertheless, all sorts of problems have fre-
quently been laid at the farmer’s door. The rela-
tionship between agriculture and the environ-
ment is complex, but we should never lose sight
of the fact that farming itself also suffers from
ecological damage — albeit sometimes self-in-
flicted.F

Facts and Trends

Agriculture and the environment -
a marriage of convenience

Fertilizers or pesticides, the use of
these leaves its mark on nature.
(Agricultural manuring – Alsace,
France)

AGRICULTURE AND FORESTRY
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The Common Agricultural Poli-
cy (CAP) has long shaped the
face of European farming. Be-
fore the 1992 reforms, the CAP
was essentially based on a sys-
tem of guaranteed prices (irres-
pective of demand), subsidies,
investment incentives, import
tariffs and research subsidies.
This approach encouraged ex-
cess production of cereals,
beef, wine and dairy products.
Quotas were introduced in the
1980s but these were still in-
tended to guarantee prices
rather than achieve any particu-
lar ecological advances.

It was only in 1985 that the Eu-
ropean Community acknowl-
edged the damage that agricul-
ture can wreak on the
environment. Since 1987, the
CAP has adopted measures en-
abling, in particular, Member
States to compensate farmers
who set aside land from cultiva-
tion in sensitive zones.

The cost of the surpluses, that
of storing and distributing them
on the external markets and the
macroeconomic imbalances to

which this gave rise, led to a
major overhaul of the CAP in
1992. The aim was to reduce
the surpluses and to go some
way towards separating farm-
ers’ income from their output.
Accordingly, the Commission
proposes, in the future, to rely
less and less on price support
mechanisms, for they cannot
guarantee farm incomes in the
long-term.

The Commission’s proposals for
the reform of the CAP under
AGENDA 2000 seek to deepen
the shift towards an environ-
ment sustainable agriculture.

Reconciling agriculture 
and the environment

Today’s Common Agricultural
Policy has to reconcile the
needs of producers with envi-
ronmental protection and
maintenance of the rural stan-
dard of living. As regards the
specific measures, they offer
compensation or subsidies for:

• The use of less intensive
methods: reducing pesticide
and fertiliser inputs, for in-
stance, and lowering the
number of cattle per hectare;

• The transformation of arable
land and pasture into mead-
ows;

• The development of methods
to safeguard the quality of
biotopes (planting and main-
tenance of hedgerows, main-
tenance of woods or copses);

• The long-term set-aside of
farmland;

• Reforestation projects;
• Switching to organic farming.

Organic farming
Interest in organic farming is
growing as people begin to
recognise the damage that in-
tensive agriculture can cause to
the environment and to peo-
ple’s health and as consumer
demand for alternative pro-
ducts increases. However, or-
ganic agriculture is less produc-

Europe in action

A better understanding of the CAP

Intensive breeding causes specific pollu-
tion problems, underestimated for a
long time.
(Cattle breeding – French speaking Bra-
bant, Belgium)
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tive which means that produce
is often more expensive.

To avoid possible abuses, the
European Community estab-
lished a framework for the pro-
duction and labelling of organic
products.

Related policies
The objectives of the CAP are
backed up by other directives,
including those designed to
protect our surface and
groundwater — known collec-
tively as the ‘nitrates directive’.
First adopted in 1991, this sets
out to reduce the water pollu-
tion caused by nitrates used in
farming and to prevent any new
pollution of this type. To
achieve this objective, the di-
rective asks Member States to
identify the surface area of their
respective territories suscepti-
ble to pollution of this kind. Ac-
tion programmes will then be
established in those zones to
reduce nitrogenous pollution at
source. This will also entail
Member States drafting codes
of agricultural good practice.
A new framework directive on
ground and surface water has
been proposed which ought to

provide solid protection for
these waters throughout the
European Union.

aForestsa
Huge areas of European forests
are regularly burned down 
(1% a year). An EU regulation
on fire-safety in forests allows
at-risk zones to be identified
and joint action plans to be ap-
proved.

The Fifth Programme projects
an increase in the forested area
and encourages a management

approach that takes proper ac-
count of ecological needs.

Thousands of hectares of
forests have suffered from acid-
ification. The Community is ad-
dressing the direct causes of
this problem by establishing
standards for pollution generat-
ed by industry and the burning
of fossil-fuels.

1992: 
Reform of the CAP

The reforms recognised the environmental role played by
agriculture and featured the following key elements:
• Reducing the role of the market and introducing pro-

gressively lower prices for agricultural produce;
• Establishing a guaranteed and direct income for farmers,

independent of production levels, to compensate them
for these reductions in price;

• Planning the compulsory set-aside of certain arable lands;
• Encouraging non-intensive husbandry of cattle and sheep;
• Maintaining certain quotas, such as those for milk and

sugar;
• Supplementary measures including subsidies for tree

planting and organic and non-intensive farming, and sup-
port for voluntary set-aside.

Forests, a renewable resource, must be
rationally exploited.
(Forest scenery – Northern Europe)
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A code of good 
agricultural practice

In December 1991, the Euro-
pean Community adopted the
directive on the protection of
waters from nitrate pollution
caused by farming (the ‘nitrates
directive’). Under the terms of
the directive, Member States
will draw up codes of good agri-
cultural practice for nitrate fer-
tilisation.

These codes will reflect reality
on the ground as they attempt
to ensure the proper use of
chemical or organic fertilisers.
The measures are voluntary for
farmers, except where the ac-
tivities in question take place in
a zone designated as sensitive.

Member States will also contin-
ue the EU’s pursuit of CAP re-
form by introducing agricultural
and environmental measures
tailored to the local situation
and, in some cases, pro-
grammes of their own. Regional
and municipal government can
help promote the application of
these measures by providing
subsidies or by awarding farm-
ers specific ecological labels.

Consumers
Citizens are consumers with an
influence on demand, which
means their behaviour can help
shape the supply of agricultural
produce and, by extension,
farming practices themselves.
They can choose free-range
chickens rather than battery-
raised ones, unprocessed fruit
rather than graded, and season-
al vegetables rather than ones
‘forced’ with doses of fertiliser.
They can also opt for organic
products. Although these
choices are not always easy on
the wallet, they are beneficial to
health and can have a modest
impact on farming practices.

aForestsa
Forests are renewable re-
sources, but only in the very
long term. European Member
States have taken care for some
time now to ensure that their
woodland resources are man-
aged sustainably by introducing
rules that require replanting af-
ter felling. Such care is particu-
larly important in mountainous
areas, which are vulnerable to

avalanches and erosion. Subsi-
dies are available to encourage
landowners to replant certain
categories of farmland with
trees.

International cooperation in the
forestry field dates back some
way. This is particularly the case
with research, which has been
headed since 1980 by the Inter-
national Association of Forestry
Research Organisations. More
recently, the second Ministerial
Conference on the Protection
of Forests was held in Helsinki
in June 1993 and its follow-up 
in Lisbon in June 1998, when 45
countries, inspired by the Rio
Summit, undertook to do all in
their power to promote the
sustainable development of Eu-
rope’s forests and to conserve
their biodiversity.

Taking responsibility

The appearance of a piece of fruit or
vegetables doesn’t always guarantee its
quality.

AGRICULTURE AND FORESTRY
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Recent increase 
in fishing

Fishing, both in European
Union waters and elsewhere,
became more intensive from
the 1960’s as European and
world demand for fish in-
creased and as markets diversi-
fied and became more readily
available. The intensification
was also promoted by the avail-
ability of relatively cheap fuel
for fishing vessels, together
with the use of more sophisti-
cated technology, both in the
design of nets and of navigation-
al and fish-finding devices.

As a result, many of the fish
stocks exploited by the vessels
of the European Union are too
heavily fished. Sometimes, they
may even not be able to replen-
ish themselves.

Fewer large, old fish are now
available. Many fisheries there-
fore direct their activities to-
wards the smaller, younger
fish.

There is also the search for pre-
viously unexploited resources
on species, which inhabit deep
waters over the continental 

slope and/or the abyssal plains
which has led to the develop-
ment of fisheries. These species
have low reproductive and
growth rates and may therefore
rapidly become severely de-
pleted.

It’s not only 
about fish...

One associated effect of fish-
ing includes changes in the
species composition of the bi-
ological  communit ies and
changes of the size and age
composition within many af-
fected species.

Species other than those for
which the fisheries have an eco-
nomic interest or major depen-
dency are also caught. These in-
clude marine mammals (mainly
small whales, dolphins, porpois-
es and seals), marine birds and
marine reptiles (mainly turtles).
Also caught incidentally are
some fish species, such as stur-
geon, whose populations are
considered to be in an endan-
gered state. Some types of fish-
ing may disrupt communities of
invertebrate animals, which live
in or on the seabed.

A severe threat to the critically
endangered Monk seal contin-
ues to be the loss of suitable
habitat, often as a result of de-
velopment of coastal tourism.
The accidental or even deliber-
ate killing by fishermen, and the
reduction in availability of ap-
propriate food as a result of in-
creased fishing activity, repre-
sent additional threats to these
animals. Moreover, catastroph-
ic natural mortality episodes
like the one that occurred in
1997 add to the risk of extinc-
tion of this species.

Aquaculture
Fish and fish products are also
increasingly produced by aqua-
culture in the hope to help off-
set the overall decline in pro-
duction from the wild fish
stocks exploited by convention-
al fisheries.

However,  the pract ice of
aquaculture is not free from
potentially adverse environ-
mental effects. These some-
times manifest themselves as
eutrophication or deoxygena-
tion of areas in the vicinity of
aquaculture establishments,
which may be caused by the
release of effluents from such
plants.

In addition, escapes of exotic
species or specifically bred
stocks of indigenous species
may cause a problem.

Fisheries... 
also a victim

There may also be negative ef-
fects of pollution on fish or
aquaculture, either by direct
mortality of fish or by various
debilitating processes such as
reduction in reproductive po-
tential. Conversely, it has been
claimed that influx of phos-
phates has, in some geographi-
cal areas such as the North Sea,
fertilised these areas and has re-
sulted, inter alia, in increased
production of at least some fish
species.

arine fishing is an important economic activity
in the European Union even though it employs
only a limited number of people. The EU's
260,000 fishermen and women account for
much less than 1% of its working population,
but their activities are supported by a number
of other commercial and manufacturing sec-
tors such as boatbuilding and the processing
and distribution of fish and fish products.

Denmark, Spain and the United Kingdom are
the major marine fishing nations of the Euro-
pean Union.

Commercial fishing in freshwater is of limited
importance within the European Union al-
though it is of local importance in Sweden
and Finland.M

Facts and Trends
Fisheries: an essential economy

FISHING AND AQUACULTURE
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A Common 
Fisheries Policy

The future of fishing fundamen-
tally depends on the future of
the fish themselves. Recogni-
tion of this fact prompted the
European Community to devel-
op a policy of sustainable devel-
opment with respect to the ex-
ploitation of fish stocks which is
intended to reconcile the legiti-
macy of exploiting fish stocks
with the need to conserve such
stocks.

Zones 
and quotas

In 1977, most of the world’s
nations, including the current
EU Member States, estab-
l ished Exclusive Economic
Zones. These zones gave to
these nations exclusive rights
on a number of issues, includ-
ing fishing, within 200 nautical 

miles from their respective
coastlines.

In 1983, a number of Total Al-
lowable Catches (TAC’s) for
the major fish stocks in the wa-
ters of the Community was es-
tablished. The Council also
agreed upon allocation of these
TAC’s among Member States as
national quotas under a system
that became known as relative
stability.

The relative stability system al-
locates fixed and agreed per-
centages of TAC’s to Member
States.

In principle, TAC’s and quotas
control the output from fish-
eries and this should be suffi-
cient to ensure sustainability.

However, the existence of
‘mixed fisheries ’  in which
many fishes are caught simul-
taneously, gives rise to prob-
lems with respect to over-
shooting TAC’s.

Control 
of fishing effort

In 1992, against the background
of increasing rates of exploita-
tion and hence of increasing risk
to the sustainabil ity of f ish
stocks, other tools were devel-
oped among which the direct
control of fishing effort.

To control fishing effort, there-
fore, we have introduced con-
trol of ‘kilowatt-days’ or some
equivalent quantity.

Control of the
capacity 

of the fleets
In addition to direct control of
fishing effort, Member States
have recognised that many of
their fishing fleets are simply
too large.

Europe in action

Towards solutions

Sea fishing in an act of human predation
which has to be limited. 
(Trawler in the North Sea).
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In response to this problem,
Member States have partici-
pated in a series of Multi-An-
nual Guidance Programmes
(MAGP) by which the size of
all or some of their fleets will
be reduced by agreed
amounts.

Parallel social and economic
measures have been introduced
to alleviate the transition to
smaller fleets and reduced fish-
ing effort.

Aquaculture has developped greatly
during the last decades.
(Aquaculture, Ireland)

Fishing represents many jobs in Europe.
(Back from fishing – Portugal)
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Technical measures
Since 1984, a package of techni-
cal measures has been in place
for fisheries in the north-east
Atlantic. These measures de-
fine, inter alia, minimum mesh
sizes of nets and closed areas
and closed seasons primarily in-
tended for the protection of ju-
venile fish.

For the Baltic, a similar package
has been in existence since
1986.

The Mediterranean
In the Mediterranean, no Ex-
clusive Economic Zones have
been established. Because of
this and because of the highly
multispecific nature of catches
in many of the fisheries, espe-
cially by trawls or similar fish-
ing methods, no TAC and quo-
ta system has been
established.

However, in 1994, the Council
adopted a regulation defining
technical measures applicable
to the vessels of Member States
whether fishing within their
own territorial limits or be-
yond. The Multi-Annual Guid-
ance Programmes also apply to
Community fleets fishing within
the Mediterranean.

The European Union has also
organised two International

Diplomatic Conferences, in
1994 and 1996, on the manage-
ment of Mediterranean fish
stocks which were attended by
all Mediterranean States.

Reduction of 
coincidental catches

It can be reasonably expected
that reduction in fishing effort
and the size of fleets should lead
to reduction in coincidental
catches of birds, mammals, rep-
tiles, etc. even though this is not
always specifically mentioned in
the legal texts.

More thought needs still to be
given to establishing condi-
tions for the protection of
those species taken by fishing
gears but which are not re-
quired by fishermen. Also to
be considered is the possibility
of establishing conditions to
minimise the risk of food de-
privation for marine birds and
mammals.

Control and
enforcement

It would be naive to expect
fishermen at sea to  automati-
cally obey Community Regula-
tions and therefore a regula-
t ion has been put in place
simply which is why a regula-
tion dealing specifically with

the monitoring and control of
fishing activities has been put
into place.

Each Member State monitors
and controls the activities of
vessels of their own or other
Member States or of third
country vessels. The European
Commission also employs its
own inspectors.

The skippers of any Communi-
ty f ishing vessel of length
greater than 10 metres have to
keep a log-book to record, in
particular, the quantities of each
species caught and the amount
retained on board. Specific re-
quirements are also in force
with respect to declaration of
landings at ports and recording
sales at auction centres and
elsewhere.

Large, highly mobile vessels
(greater than 20 meters overall
length) now have to carry satel-
lite monitoring devices.

The future
The European Commission
recognises 2002 as a suitable
date by which to implement
possible modifications and aug-
mentations of the Common
Fisheries Policy and is already
preparing the ground for a
wide-ranging discussion with
administrations of Member
States and with all other inter-
ested parties.

It is difficult to predict in detail
the precise outcome of this
discussion. However, it should
be recalled that, throughout
the world, all management
systems for the conservation
of fish stocks include some
combination of TAC ’s and
quotas,  effort control and
technical measures.

Taking responsibility

FISHING AND AQUACULTURE

The submarine fauna is also the subject
of a scientific follow-up.
(Monitoring in the Mediterranean)
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European households (that is,
groups of people sharing the
same living space) monopolise
5-30% of water supplies, 15-
20% of electricity consumption
and over 70 % of manufactured
goods. Mass consumption on
this scale has transformed
households into key economic
players, but also means that
they have a significant impact on
the environment. Pressure is
exerted at two distinct stages
— consumer demand places an
intense burden on natural re-
sources, while the manufac-
ture, use and disposal of con-
sumer goods pollute the water,
air and soil. Over 75% of Euro-
pean households, for instance,
have at least one car — a figure
that continues to rise by 20%
since 1985. These generate 5%
of SO2 emissions (both vehicu-
lar and otherwise) and 10% of
volatile organic compounds
(heating and cars).

Sadly, this situation is unlikely to
improve in the years to come. It
is true that more and more Eu-
ropean citizens are realising that
by consuming more selectively
and wasting less, they can re-
duce the harm they do to the
environment. Important as this
new awareness is, though, it
cannot outweigh the overall
growth in the purchasing power
of the average European citizen.

Consumers 
as a pressure group

When it comes to persuading
manufacturers to adopt cleaner
industrial processes and to re-
duce the environmental impact
of their operations, consumers
have a formidable weapon at
their disposal in that they can
refuse to place certain products
in their supermarket trolleys.
Households can thus exert a sig-

nificant influence on the differ-
ent sectors of the economy
when making their everyday
choices from amongst the well-
filled shelves of the local super-
store. They depend however on
retailers who act more and
more as ecological gatekeepers.

European statistics reveal that
citizens’ ecological awareness
has risen in l ine with their
household income. In other
words, and at the risk of seem-
ing to contradict what was said
above about how higher in-
come means increased con-
sumption of goods and services,
the richer we are, the relatively
more ecological we could be-
come in our consumer be-
haviour. A range of other fac-
tors is also at play. Take the
issue of ‘size’. We know that
smaller households (an estab-
lished trend) use relatively
more energy and water and oc-
cupy more land (per person) as
they do not achieve the
economies of scale of larger
households.

olding back domestic consumption is no easy mat-
ter, especially at a time when the number of
households is expanding so quickly (not to men-
tion their appetite for goods and services). The
earth, which has to support them all, has come
close to throwing in the towel.H

Facts and Trends

The hazards of the consumer society

What actions have European citizens
taken or would they consider taking to
safeguard the environment? 70% of re-
spondents said that they had already
bought ecological products or would do
so, even if they were more expensive.
(EU,1992).

PERSONAL ACTIONS TAKEN TO IMPROVE THE ENVIRONMENT

THE CONSUMER SOCIETY
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Households have always been
key players in environmental
policy because of the holidays
they take, the gas they con-
sume to keep themselves
warm, the cars they buy to
get them around and their
love affair with shopping. This
fact has not always been taken
fully into account, however,
by the powers-that-be. Al-
though they have been target-
ed indirectly by measures to
control vehicle emissions and
fuel consumption, to improve
energy efficiency and to re-
duce waste-generation, pri-
vate citizens have never been
placed at the centre of Euro-
pean programmes in this field.
Policies have tended to be
aimed instead at the produc-
ers of goods and services. The
period 1990-95 was very sig-
nificant in this regard as it saw

the development of technolo-
gies and products capable of
reducing the burden placed
on the environment (catalytic
converters, unbranded prod-
ucts ,  CFC-free products ,
etc).

Labels to help 
consumers in their

choice
A series of labels intending to
distinguish the most environ-
mental ly fr iendly products
have been developed in the
EU to help consumers to make
the right environmental choice
when shopping. Created in
1992, the European Eco-label
is a great step forward to pro-
moting environmental ly
fr iendly consumption. I ts
strength lies in its unique Eu-
ropean dimension which en-
ables the European consumers
to easily identify green prod-
ucts throughout the 15 Mem-
ber States of the EU, Norway,
Iceland and Liechtenstein and
in its rigorous life cycle analy-
sis.

Today, the European Eco-label
covers thirteen different prod-
ucts: dishwashers, washing ma-
chines, refrigerators, comput-
ers, laundry detergents, light
bulbs, tissue paper, shoes, tex-
tiles, paints and varnishes, copy-
ing paper, soil improvers and
bed mattresses.

There is a European energy la-
bel which indicates the energy
consumption of domestic appli-
ances and various national la-
bels.

Brief review of actions

1. CONTROLS
These have proved their
effectiveness in a range of
everyday  f ie lds ,  f rom
home insulation, improved
water management and
the creation of no-smok-
ing areas to the reduction
of CFC compounds in the
manufacture of consumer
goods and municipal col-
lection and sorting of recy-
clable goods. 

2. EUROPEAN ECO-LABEL
250 products already bear
the European daisy logo
for the European Eco-la-
bel. The label is awarded
by a National Certification
Body on ly  to  products
which comply with the
strict ecological criteria
defined after a ‘cradle to
grave’ analysis which iden-
tifies where the product
potentially does the most
harm to the environment
at each stage of its life cy-
cle.

3. ECO-TAXES
The EU supports the am-
bitious idea of taxing pol-
luting products to encour-
age consumers  and
manufacturers to switch
to less harmful alterna-
t ives .  Exper ience in  a
number of cases has been
extremely positive, with
behav iour  success fu l l y
modif ied in the desired
way. An example is lead-
free petrol, which made
i ts  f i r s t  appearance in
1986 and now accounts
for over 60% of the mar-
ket. There has been a con-
tinuing increase in the use
of  environmental  taxes
over  the  las t  decade,
which has accelerated in
the last 5 years. It also ap-
pears that most of the tax-
es have achieved their en-
vironmental objectives at
reasonable cost.

Europe decided that if it was to reduce the harmful impact
of domestic consumption on the environment, it had to
regulate production more effectively. Early results were
not satisfactory, however, and so a change of tack was
needed. The EU’s current approach is to try and involve all
the relevant players in its strategy.

Europe in action

Key players

Community 
eco-label 

award scheme

THE CONSUMER SOCIETY

Community eco-label award scheme:
display the difference.
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4. INFORMATION
Information has become
increasingly transparent
and accessible at local, re-
gional and national level
thanks to the directive on
freedom of access to envi-
ronmental data. The Di-
rective represents a dra-
mat ic  change for  most
Member States, introduc-
ing openness where se-
crecy was the rule. Four
years of experience have
shown, however, that the
process  o f  change i s  a
gradual one and that con-
tinued progress, both in
terms of the quantity and
the quality of the informa-
tion available, is still desir-
able.

• A more aware and better-informed public is be-

coming more demanding;

• Improved energy-efficiency in the domestic

field;

• Scientific and technical advances;

• All the indicators show that consumption of raw

materials, energy, transport and tourist services

is continuing to grow remorselessly;

• Demographic growth and shrinkage in the size

of households.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

To choose products which respect the
enviroment. (Housewife’s caddie

THE CONSUMER SOCIETY
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Europe changes 
its target

Europe understands that it is
consumers as well as retailers
and no longer just manufacturers
who hold the key to the problem
of the environment. For that rea-
son, EU policies to reduce eco-
logical damage in the run-up to
the year 2000 have shifted their
focus to private citizens. The goal
is to reduce domestic consump-
tion of energy, water and trans-
port by encouraging households
to adopt habits that are more in
line with the principle of sustain-
able development. This will be a
particularly difficult challenge to
meet, not least because of the
significant number of parties in-
volved. Europe also has to com-
municate with its citizens in a
way that is acceptable to every-
one. While it must be honest
about the problems, it cannot af-
ford to be alarmist. It also has to
overcome the reluctance gener-
ated by the prospect of higher
prices. The use of eco-taxes, for
instance, is far from generally ac-
cepted as yet.

Responsible 
manufacturers

Industry has made substantial
ecological advances in recent
years under pressure from
politicians and consumers. It
must now continue along the
path of clean production by
agreeing a series of environmen-
tal accords with national govern-
ments, undertaking to respect
the codes of conduct drawn up
by its various federations. 

Enhanced information
and education

Although Europe has improved
access to environmental infor-
mation, it is up to national and
local governments to put the
principle of transparency truly
into practice. Sweden has
achieved a great deal in this
area. The government has en-
sured that full details are now
available regarding hazardous
substances, but has also al-
lowed citizens to mount their
own actions, boycotting certain 

products, demanding better la-
belling, but also engaging in dia-
logue with the chemical indus-
try. Consumer organisations
like ‘Which’ in the UK and ‘Que
choisir?’ in France can also
make a positive social contribu-
tion in this respect, alongside
their direct campaigning.

Consuming more
responsibly

If there is a demand, producers
are sure to meet it. Consumers
like ourselves have grown ac-
customed to certain comforts
from which we will find it diffi-
cult to wean ourselves. Other
than convenience, however,
there is very little to justify our
current obsession with throw-
away products and individual
servings. The challenge is how-
ever to address both conve-
nience and the environment,
often a matter of providing the
right infrastructure.

Taking responsibility

Leaded-petrol is condemned to disappear.

THE CONSUMER SOCIETY



53

Tourism has grown exponentially
over the past thirty years. The
reasons aren’t difficult to find: sub-
stantially improved road net-
works, more disposable cash for
holidays and ever-cheaper air
travel. Not to mention the open-
ing up of international frontiers
and a plethora of travel informa-
tion. Europe is an extremely pop-
ular holiday destination for foreign
tourists. The number of arrivals
rose from 200 to 300 million be-
tween 1980 and 1990. Tourism
currently generates no less than
5.5 % of the European Union’s
total GNP. It is a fully-fledged in-
dustry that delivers jobs and eco-
nomic development. When it is
poorly managed, however, or al-
lowed to get out of hand, tourism
becomes another major source of
pollution. The negative effects are
varied and complex. Tourism can
damage air and water quality, put
pressure on traditional habitats,
promote deforestation and gen-
erate large volumes of waste. At
the same time, its future develop-
ment is intimately bound up with
the quality of the environment.
The tourism industry has a direct
interest in pursuing a strategy
compatible with the objectives of
sustainable development.
No tourist wants to swim in wa-
ter that smells bad or to visit a
dead forest. If tourism develop-
ment is conceived not as an end in
itself but as a tool for improving
local ways of life and protecting
the local environment, then it can
generate new resources for envi-
ronmental protection.

An economic issue
The future development of Eu-
rope’s tourist industry depends
on political stability, a sound
economy and steadily increasing
leisure time. The sector is fore-
cast to grow by almost 6% an-

nually until the year 2000. Other
important trends include:
– steady growth in all regions;
– Central and Eastern Europe

and the Eastern Mediter-
ranean will experience vigor-
ous growth in tourism;

– an increasing number of
tourists from Southern Eu-
rope are visiting the North;

– the number of people visiting
tourist sites hit by environ-
mental problems (the Alps
and the Mediterranean, for
instance) is declining;

– the number of car and plane
journeys is increasing;

– interest in green tourism and
short-haul holidays is growing;

– a wide range of tourist opportu-
nities and services are on offer;

– costs are falling.

From seashore to
mountain top

It goes without saying that pollu-
tion does not affect all tourist lo-
cations in the same way. Natural
parks, mountains, coastal resorts,
rural areas, towns and theme
parks offer hundreds of different
activities. You can only ski in the
mountains and the impact of this
activity (soil erosion, deforesta-
tion, infrastructure building) is to-
tally different to the damage
wrought by those who prefer
seaside holidays (destruction of
dunes, deteriorating water quali-
ty, etc.). Within these categories,
however, there are a number of
constants when it comes to the
underlying causes of pollution:
large numbers of visitors, season-
al concentrations, type of trans-
port, real-estate pressures and so
on. Cities are other black spots.
Not only are their own inhabi-
tants responsible for a great deal
of pollution, they are becoming
increasingly popular tourist desti-
nations. This poses the danger of
additional air and noise pollution
in urban areas and threatens our
historic monuments

ourism’s mission is to become the European Union’s
premier economic activity by the end of the centu-
ry. It is vital, however, that the sector manages its
development more responsibly. Greater respect for
the environment is the first item on the list.T

Facts and Trends

Greening the tourist

To enjoy the benefits of nature while re-
specting it.
(Green leisure activities by the river ‘la
Molignée’ – Namur, Belgium)

TOURISM AND LEISURE
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A multi-disciplinary
approach

The EU does not have any
specific remit for the tou-
rism sector, but can influ-
ence environmental manage-
ment in areas as varied as
water, transport, waste and
infrastructure financing.

The Fifth Environmental Action
Programme proposed some
measures regarding tourism:

1/ Better dispersion of tourism
in time and space

2/ Promotion of environment
friendly forms of tourism

3/ Reduction private car use in
favour of public transport

4/ Better management of mass
tourism

5/ Awareness raising of tourists

Presently the Commission sup-
ports three studies on coastal, ru-
ral and urban tourist destinations
with the following objectives:

– to identify and analyse best
practices in the field of inte-
grated quality management
of tourist destinations in the

European Economic Area
countries; and

– to contribute to the exchange
of experience and the transfer
of know-how within Europe,
and thus provide valuable gui-
dance both to the public sector
and to the private sector and
to other interested parties.

Integrated Quality Management
should both take into account
and have a favourable impact on
tourism businesses, tourist sat-
isfaction, local population and
environment.

Additional measures
Other measures can also help di-
rectly or indirectly to reduce the
impact of tourism on the environ-
ment. The EU directive on urban
wastewater collection and treat-
ment can be of particular impor-
tance in coastal cities where the
population sometimes doubles
during the high season in summer.
And the directive on bathing wa-
ter quality sets both standards for
public health and environment
protection. A lot of local initiatives
aim to prevent gross pollution by
waste — softdrink cans, plastic
bags,... — of the beach and its sur-
roundings, such as the dunes. The
Blue Flag initiative is an example
of a non-governmental project
linking public health and environ-
ment concerns, Europe’s desire
to manage tourist sites environ-
mentally and the tourism sector’s
interest in protecting its natural
assets over the long term.

Europe has also had a major in-
fluence on the tourism industry
by promoting more environ-
mentally friendly infrastructure
projects. The Structural Fund has
devoted over three billion ecu to
co-financing transport, water-
treatment and waste-manage-
ment projects in four countries
(Spain, Portugal, Greece and Ire-
land). Part of the LIFE pro-
gramme also involves projects
relating to the protection and

Europe in action

Will the growing tourism industry keep
this beach as charming in 10 years?
(Corfu, Greece)

TOURISM AND LEISURE
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management of coastal zones
and wastewater processing. The
Commission is carrying out the
ICZM (Integrated Coastal Zones
Management) demonstration
programme. Based on its experi-
ences in this programme the
Commission is launching a wide
debate on a possible future Euro-
pean Strategy for ICZM.

Beefing up 
environmental impact

assessments
The EU has adopted the modifi-
cation to 1985’s Environmental
Impact Assessment Directive.
Tourism and leisure have been
considered as areas of applica-
tion of the new directive, espe-
cially regarding ski runs, holiday
villages, hotel. complexes,
leisure centres and campsites.

Trial runs
Managing tourist infrastructure,
raising public awareness and
training operators were all tried
out first at local, regional or na-
tional level. Limiting bed capaci-
ty or tourist numbers (certain
national parks, islands and his-
toric sites) and restrictions on
new building are all examples of
planning measures taken by the

relevant authorities, which can
call on both national regulations
and the European Environmen-
tal Impact Assessment Direc-
tive. EU programmes and the
European Social Fund have sup-
ported a series of ventures, in-
cluding the guides to good prac-
tice published by hotel. chains

and automobile clubs and the
improved training of tourist staff.

• Public and industry awareness of the dangers of
mass tourism.

• Development of eco-tourism.
• More responsible management of tourism at

Member-State level (awarding of tourist ‘eco-
labels’).

• Development of new, more environmentally
friendly tourist activities.

• The exponential growth of the tourism sector.
• The undermining of environmental policies in

sensitive areas by tourist activities.
• The tourism sector’s environmental impact

can’t be fully evaluated because of the frag-
mentary nature of the available information.

• Lack of a clear regional strategy for promoting
a more environmentally friendly tourism.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

Cultural tourism is in full growth. But it
develops its own forms of pollution too.
(Piazza San Marco, Venice)

TOURISM AND LEISURE
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Taking a long view
European finance (particularly
the Cohesion Fund) will have
an immense influence on the
way tourism develops in the
years to come thanks to its in-
volvement in trans-European
transport networks, water-
treatment and waste-manage-
ment infrastructures and habi-
tat protection.

A common 
strategy

It is up to the regions to de-
ve lop a  c lear  s trategy to
nurture ‘Green Tour ism ’ .
Their closest ally in this pro-
cess will be the tourism indus-
try itself, which will help the
various regional bodies to en-
courage the diversification of
tourist activities and to man-
age mass tourism more effec-
tively. This will be done first
and foremost by improving
service quality and by encour-
aging a posit ive change in
tourist behaviour. But infor-
mation campaigns and codes
of  conduct  a lone are not

enough if we are to persuade
the public to pay more re-
spect  to an env ironment
which, by definition, is not fa-
miliar to them. The only way
to get tourists to leave their
beloved cars behind is by of-
fering them the opportunity
to travel by train, bus or boat.

The battle goes on
The policy initiatives launched
by Member States in recent
years have generally been de-
signed to take better account
of the environmental impact
of tourism. This has led, for in-
stance, to improvements in
the road infrastructure. Al-
though initiatives of this kind
allow us to restrict access to
certain highly sensitive zones
and to manage congestion
more effectively during the
great holiday exodus, they
have had l i t t le  impact on
tourist numbers or the areas
they overrun. If anything, they
have had the contrary effect.
For that reason, we will have
to encourage tourism to alter-
native destinations or at alter-
native times of year.

The public’s tastes 
are changing

The number of European and in-
ternational tourists is growing all
the time. Fortunately, many of
them are also showing signs of
more responsible behaviour.
There is clear interest, for exam-
ple, in new types of leisure (visits
to natural parks, rural gîtes and
holiday farms, eco-tourism)
which integrate more harmo-
niously with the local economy.
These account for a substantial
proportion of the wider range of
destinations now on offer and
the gradual spreading out of hol-
iday periods. These new con-
verts to nature must understand,
however, that an unbridled rush
into the countryside could put
Europe’s wildest regions at risk
(especially the Far North and
Russia). The behaviour of such
tourists is often contradictory.
Although they display a growing
ecological awareness, they have
a taste for sporting activities that
are eating up more and more of
our unspoiled countryside in the
name of thrills rather than that of
communing with nature.

Taking responsibility

Managing tourism, this takes responsi-
bility as regards to the environment.
(Rhodes, Greece)

TOURISM AND LEISURE
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CLIMATE CHANGE

OZONE LAYER

ACIDIFICATION

AIR QUALITY
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The ‘natural’ 
greenhouse effect

The atmosphere that surrounds
us creates a ‘natural’ green-
house effect around the earth.
The gases of which it is com-
posed absorb the sun’s rays and
give off heat, just like the glass in
a greenhouse. Without them,
the average temperature on the
earth’s surface would be no
higher than minus 18 degrees.
All the water would be frozen
solid and the planet would be
uninhabitable.

Upset balance
Since the beginning of the cen-
tury, a considerable increase in
energy consumption in the in-
dustrialised countries has be-
gun to reinforce this natural
greenhouse effect in a poten-
tially dangerous way. The main
culprit is the CO2 generated by
the burning of fossil fuels (oil,
coal and natural gas). The av-
erage concentration of CO2 in
the atmosphere is forecast to
double in the course of the
next century. If this were to
occur, a temperature rise of
around 2.5 degrees would be
experienced over the next
hundred years, compared to
only half a degree during the
last hundred.

What are the effects?
The repercussions of global
warming are still difficult to pre-
dict, but current evidence sug-
gests that it might have an im-
mense impact on sea level, the
natural variability of the climate
and rainfall patterns (more se-
vere droughts and flooding),
which would pose a grave

threat to agriculture, forestry
and ecosystem functionalities.

Reducing the harm
Scientists calculate that if the
terrestrial ecosystem is to be
able to adapt to these variations
in climate, temperatures cannot
rise by more than 0.1 degrees
and the sea level by more than
2 cm in the space of any ten-
year period. To stay within
these limits, however, world
emissions of greenhouse gases
would have to be slashed by
60% overnight!

It is clearly impossible to
achieve this objective, but that
in no way reduces the need for
us to act quickly. Not least be-
cause greenhouse gases remain
in the atmosphere for a consid-
erable time, which means they
will continue to have an effect,
even after they cease to be
emitted.

he average temperature on the earth’s surface re-
mained relatively stable for 10,000 years. In the last
hundred years, however, human activities have been
generating steadily growing amounts of what we
now know as ‘greenhouse gases’. These have altered
the composition of the atmosphere and have raised
the average temperature on the surface of the earth.
Though difficult to forecast with any precision, the
potential consequences of this are alarming as they
include phenomena such as changes in rainfall pat-
terns and the level of the oceans.

T
Facts and Trends

Things are hotting up

The average concentration of CO2 in
the atmosphere continues to rise.
(Cellulose factory – Virton, Belgium)

CLIMATE CHANGE
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The energy sector contributes
the most to global warming. As
the producer of 80% of CO2

emissions and 26% of methane
emissions, it has inevitably been
the primary target for the range
of European regulations intro-
duced in this field in recent
years.

• 1992 — Europe signs up for
Rio.
The UN Earth Summit at Rio
de Janeiro produced the first
international agreement in
the field of climate change.
More than 150 countries
signed up to a framework
convention obliging them to
take control of their green-
house gas emissions. More
specifically, Europe, together
with other developed coun-
tries, undertook at Rio to
stabilise emissions at their
1990 level by the year 2000.

• 1995, more conferences. Eu-
rope asserts itself.
All the countries that signed
up to the Convention come
together at regular intervals
to evaluate progress, rede-
fine their commitments, set
new objectives for the years
beyond 2000 and adopt new
policies to help them achieve
these objectives. The first
signatories’ conference took
place in Berlin in 1995 and
the second in Geneva in
1996. On each occasion, Eu-
rope showed a determina-
tion to redouble its efforts,
despite the rather unsatisfac-
tory results achieved so far.
In concrete terms, it has pro-
posed the following actions:

• More generalised use of re-
newable energy.

• Changing patterns of trans-
port use.

• Increasing energy taxes.
• Improving the fuel-efficiency

of cars.
• Promoting research into

new technology.
• Strengthening cooperation

with other countries.

• 1997, Kyoto.
Third conference of signato-
ries to the International Con-
vention on climate change
signed at Rio in 1992 by over
150 states. For its part, Europe
decided in March 1997 to re-
duce its emissions of green-
house gases by 15% of 1990
levels by 2010. The challenge it
faces at Kyoto is to persuade
other states outside the EU to
adopt a similar commitment.

Energy taxes and 
carbon taxes: the 
best way forward

The purpose of taxing CO2

emissions is to encourage the
use of less polluting fuels and to
promote more rational energy
use. Analysts calculate that only
by introducing such a tax will
we be able to achieve the ob-
jectives to which Europe is
committed. The tax would ap-
ply to varying degrees to oil,
coal, natural gas and electricity,
with scope for exempting cer-
tain industries (steel, chemicals,
cement and paper).
This project has not received
maximum support in the Mem-
ber States. The debate goes on.

Five programmes 
to save energy

A variety of programmes have
been set up since the begin-

The battle against climate change is one of the key ecologi-
cal challenges facing European policy, which has established
targets for significant reductions in greenhouse gas emis-
sions. These are proving difficult to meet, however, partic-
ularly because of the growth of road traffic and the slow
progress being made by some Member States.

Europe in action

An immense challenge

Drought has always been one of the
biggest problems in agriculture.

CLIMATE CHANGE
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ning of the 1990s to reduce
Europe ’s energy consump-
tion. Within this overall objec-
tive, they set out to develop
and promote:
• Thermal insulation of build-

ings and the inspection of
central-heating boilers.

• Use of renewable energy
(wind, wave and biomass
power).

• Special labels for freezers,
refrigerators, washing ma-
chines and tumble-dryers
that use less energy.

What results?
Various studies have attempt-
ed to calculate whether Eu-
rope ’s targets for the year
2000 will be met or not. Fore-
casts vary widely, but Europe
appears to be making general
progress towards its goals,
even if it might not meet them
in full. A number of factors
have encouraged this trend,
the most important being
weaker than anticipated eco-
nomic growth

• National programmes to reduce CO2 emis-
sions.

• Evaluation and restriction of these emissions by
Member States.

• Improved energy-efficiency of certain appli-
ances.

• Restrictions on use of fossil fuels.
• Development of renewable energy.
• Increasing road traffic.
• Energy prices do little to discourage consump-

tion.
• Growing use of non-renewable energy sources;
• Delays in the application of national and Euro-

pean programmes.
• Lack of enthusiasm on the part of certain coun-

tries (developing nations, for instance).

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

After a period of steady growth, CO2 emissions fell between 1990 and 1993, partly because of the recession. Since then, emissions
have started to climb again. Whether or not we can succeed in stabilising emissions will depend on a number of positive and negative
developments.

CLIMATE CHANGE
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Balance 
needed at 

international level
Tackling climate change in an
effective manner will require a
high level of international co-
operation. Three quarters of
greenhouse gas emissions are
currently generated by one
quarter of the world’s popula-
tion (US, Europe and Japan).
Steady economic develop-
ment means, however, that
countries like India and China
could substantially increase
their emissions of greenhouse
gases. For that reason, we
have to find a balance at global
level that will share the neces-
sary effort fairly between the
countries, depending on each
one’s relative needs and their
responsibility for the problem.

Some European 
countries 

more resolute 
than others

Following the ratification of
the framework convention on
cl imate change, each EU
Member State drafted its tar-
get for reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, the methods to
be adopted and an action plan.
Some states adopted targets
more ambitious than those
fixed by Europe, but others
asked for more time in which
to meet even the EU goals.
The progress achieved by the
different countries is evaluated
every year by the Commis-
sion.

What’s more, the European
Union has stated that it is
prepared to reduce green-
house gas emissions to 85%
of their 1990 level by the year
2010.

Don’t change 
the climate,

change attitudes
Citizens can help resist climate
change. Household energy-
savings have so far been
marginal, but there are a num-
ber of ways in which people
can contribute:

• By using electricity and heat-
ing more sensibly.

• Reducing individual trans-
port.

• Choosing domestic appli-
ances carefully (looking for
the energy label).

• Improving thermal insula-
tion;

• Choosing gas central heating
rather than oil.

• Using renewable energy.

Business remains
reluctant

Energy-conservat ion pro-
grammes (THERMIE, SAVE,
JOULE) and environmental
management systems (EMAS)
have encouraged some action
in the industrial sector, but a
great deal more progress is
required than has been
achieved to date. Industry will
no doubt be more inclined to
adopt energy-efficient tech-
nologies when doing so begins
to have a beneficial impact on
profits (i.e. when the price of
energy starts to rise). Mean-
while, industry is fighting to
keep energy costs as low as
possible, citing the danger of
lost competitiveness in world
markets.

Taking responsibility

Current contributions of the different
greenhouse gases to the enhanced
greenhouse effect.

(Factories in Great Britain)

CLIMATE CHANGE



63

Turning back the tide
It was back in 1970 that scien-
tists first predicted that the
ozone layer was thinning. Fif-
teen years later, an actual hole
was detected above the
Antarctic. The damage has
been done by a range of hu-
man-manufactured chemicals,
especial ly gases containing
chlorine or bromine atoms. It
can take these atoms ten years
to find their way into the upper
atmosphere, but once there,
they spend many more years
reacting with and destroying
thousands of ozone molecules.
It only takes small amounts of
gas to produce this delayed ef-
fect. Even if CFC and halon
emissions had stopped com-
pletely in 1995, damage to the
ozone layer would have con-
tinued until 2050. Every five-
year delay in the total elimina-
tion of these substances adds
another eighteen years to the
ongoing destruction of the
ozone layer, making rapid pre-
ventative measures more vital
than ever.

UV, people and nature
As the ozone layer grows thinner,
the amount of ultraviolet B (UV-B)
radiation getting through to the
earth’s surface increases. UV-B
creates a whole range of hazards. It
affects the health of humans, ani-
mals, plants, micro-organisms,
construction materials and air qual-
ity. Cataracts, skin cancer, genetic
damage and a weakened immune
system are just part of the price we
pay for damaging the ozone layer.
Apart from this direct threat to hu-
manity, there are other less obvious
dangers. Increased UV-B radiation
can, for instance, seriously damage
aquatic ecosystems. Phytoplank-
ton is the main source of oxygen in
the biosphere, making it a key ele-
ment in climate regulation. It, too, is
sensitive to UV-B. Scientists have
calculated that a 16% reduction in
the level of ozone would result in a
5% loss of phytoplankton, which
would lead in turn to an annual loss
of around seven million tons of fish.
This would be nothing short of
catastrophic, as at least 30 % of all
animal proteins consumed by hu-
man beings come from the sea.

The two faces of ozone
The ozone layer is a kind of
gaseous veil around the earth
with a very low density. Ozone
molecules are made up of three
oxygen atoms (O3) and mainly
form in the stratosphere, 10 to
50 kilometres above the earth’s
surface. The ‘layer’ is at its most
dense at a height of around 25
kilometres. If it were subject to
the same pressure that we find
at ground level, the ozone layer
would be barely three millime-
tres thick. Ozone molecules
perform the vital task of absorb-
ing the short-wavelength ultravi-
olet rays given off by the sun. In
this way, the ozone layer pro-
tects the biosphere’s inhabitants
from skin cancer, blindness and
genetic damage. Paradoxically,
while ozone in the upper atmo-
sphere forms a protective layer,
the oxidising effects of the same
gas at ground level are deadly to
vegetation, construction materi-
als and above all human health.

he ozone layer is a vital protective shield located be-
tween 10 and 50 km above the earth’s surface. Its
most important function, as far as terrestrial life is
concerned, is to filter out harmful UV rays contained
in sunlight. The gradual formation of the ozone layer
enabled life on earth to evolve in the first place, so it’s
not hard to imagine how disastrous it would be for
both humanity and all the planet’s ecosystems if our
protective shield were to be seriously damaged.T

Facts and Trends

Sunstroke on a global scale
Which substances are
responsible and what

are they used for?
The six substances that do the
most harm to the ozone layer
are listed below, along with
their uses:
• freons or CFCs

(chlorofluorocarbons)
— aerosols
— refrigerators
— air-conditioning
— plastic foam
— solvents, detergents

• HCFCs
(hydrochlorofluorocarbons)
— temporary replacement

for CFCs, less harmful
to the ozone layer

• halons or bromofluorocar-
bons
— fire-extinguishers

• carbon tetrachloride
— solvent

• 1, 1, 1-trichlorethane
— solvent

• methyl bromide
— agricultural pesticides

The ozone layer protects the earth against
ultra violet radiations, but it has a tenden-
cy to decrease. We are risking our skin!
(Beach in Spain)

OZONE LAYER
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The international commu-
nity swung into action in
1985 in an attempt to halt
the depletion of the ozone
layer. In each revision of
the original 1987 Montreal
Protocol, targets have be-
come stricter and dead-
lines shorter. Europe has
now virtually stopped con-
suming CFCs. But the bat-
tle has still not been won.

What’s Europe doing?
International negotiations have
been going on since 1985 to deal
with the threat posed by damage
to the ozone layer. Europe has
been at the forefront of this pro-
cess, which is only fair given our
own significant contribution to
the problem. The European
Community accounted for 21%
of global CFC consumption (and
35% of consumption by the de-
veloped countries) in 1992.
These figures relate to consump-
tion rather than emissions, but
‘consumed’ CFCs will more than
likely find their way into the at-
mosphere once the devices con-
taining them have been used or
destroyed. A tough policy
backed up by strenuous effort
has led to a considerable reduc-
tion in emissions of these sub-
stances. Europe is also leading in-
ternational calls for tighter
controls on HCFCs and played
an important role in agreeing the
2005 phaseout of methyl bro-
mide in developed countries un-
der the Montreal Protocol.

CFCs outlawed
The 1987 Montreal Protocol set
out a precise timetable for pro-
gressively scaling back the pro-
duction and consumption of
CFCs and halons. Although scien-
tists were still not absolutely cer-
tain about the mechanisms and
consequences of ozone deple-
tion, the industrialised nations de-

Europe in action
International mobilisation

The scientific community has been mobilized to understand the development of the
ozone layer better.
(Ozone measurement)
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cided to err on the side of caution.
The Montreal Protocol was the
first international environmental
treaty with a preventative charac-
ter and based on the precaution-
ary principle. After it was signed,
however, new scientific evidence
emerged, indicating that the mea-
sures adopted would not be
enough. Consequently, the Pro-
tocol has been fundamentally re-
vised on three occasions in 1990,
1992 and 1995.

Watching the skies
A great many questions still have
to be answered concerning the
depletion and future recovery of
the ozone layer and the reper-
cussions for the earth’s ecosys-
tems. The European Commis-
sion’s Environment and Climate
programme is putting €16 million
into the THESEO (Third Euro-
pean Stratospheric Experiment
on Ozone) 1998/99. THESEO is
an ambitious coordinated cam-
paign to study the ozone layer

over Europe and is the world’s
most important ozone research
programme, currently employing
400 scientists in 20 countries.

• Use of CFCs and halons banned except for a small
number of essential and critical uses (asthma inhalers,
aircraft fire extinguishers)

• Phaseout dates and use restrictions agreed for
HCFCs and methyl bromide

• Rapidly increasing availability of alternative, ozone-
friendly technologies in virtually all user sectors

• Industry has invested heavily to phase out ozone-
depleting substances

• Atmospheric concentrations of some ozone-deplet-
ing substances have started to decrease

• Costs for phase-out of CFCs are still a major barri-
er, especially in developing countries

• Some countries are in non-compliance with the
Montreal Protocol’s control measures

• Evidence of illegal imports of CFCs and halons in
Europe and the USA

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

The melting of the polar ices is a worry-
ing sign for climatologists.
(Iceberg, Greenland)
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The European 
Commission 

acting at all levels
The EU uses the laws and regu-
lations at its disposal to promote
the steady reduction of sub-
stances harmful to the ozone lay-
er. Its main tasks are as follows:
• limiting the amount of these

substances that European
companies are allowed to
import;

• promoting the phase-out of
production and consumption
of ozone-depleting substances;

• requiring industry and Member
States to supply the informa-
tion it needs to fulfil its duties.

Towards the end of 1996, for
instance, the Commission ap-
proved the launch of an eco-la-
bel for domestic refrigerators
that do not contain ozone-
harming substances and do not
contribute to global warming.
In 1998 the Commission pub-
lished the Community’s strate-
gy for the phase-out of CFCs in
asthma inhalers.

International 
technology transfers

Huge sums have already been
committed for investment in

new technologies to help
achieve concrete results at
global level. It is every bit as im-
portant, however, that less de-
veloped countries also have
rapid access to technologies
and products that do not harm
our precious ozone layer. The
future of the stratosphere will
depend to a large extent on the
willingness of Europe and the
other industrialised countries to
put a stop to the production
and sale of these substances be-
yond their own borders and to
provide access to new tech-
nologies.

The ozone layer will continue
to deteriorate until well into the
next century, and possibly be-
yond if the signatories to the
Montreal Protocol do not apply
the measures they have signed
up to. There is an urgent need
to restrict the damage as much
as possible. Only a few solu-
tions are available, the most re-
alistic of which is to introduce
measures as quickly as possible
to restrict the use of substances
that harm the ozone layer, such
as HCFCs and methyl bromide.
The European Union continues
to show the way as far as
HCFCs are concerned and is
actively involved with other
countries to achieve the phase-
out of methyl bromide in devel-
oped countries by 2005.

Why not stop sooner?
European Member States have
introduced domestic legislation
which goes further than the
Montreal Protocol and its
amendments. Some have de-
cided to ban the substances in
question more quickly than Eu-
rope requires:
• The Swedish government

ordered a total ban on
HCFCs in new equipment by
1998.

• CFC and halon production
had virtually ceased in Ger-
many by 1993 instead of
1995.

• Halons were banned in Fin-
land, the Netherlands and
the UK in 1993 rather than
1994.

• Methyl bromide was banned
for soil fumigation in the
Netherlands in 1991.

Take care especially 
behind the wheel!

The average European citizen
used nearly a kilo of CFCs in
1986. How can we cut down?
Aerosols hardly contain any
CFCs these days, as they have
been replaced by hydrocar-
bons. In foam insulation, CFCs
have been replaced by
HCFCs, which still harm the
ozone layer but to a lesser ex-
tent.  Another problem is
caused by the disposal of old
refrigerators which still con-
tain CFCs. If this is done with-
out special precautions, the
CFCs can escape and attack
the ozone layer. Ideally, old
fridges should be dealt with by
recycling centres — some-
thing that’s beginning to hap-
pen in some countries. Air-
condit ioning systems also
contain CFCs and HCFCs and
steps have to be taken to stop
them escaping into the atmo-
sphere, especially during ser-
vicing and road accidents. Yet
another reason for driving
more carefully!

Verify the harmlessness of the pro-
pelled gases before buying the product.
(Use of lac)

Taking responsibility
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67

Nature under threat
It seemed at first that acid rain
was less harmful to aquatic
ecosystems than to those on
land. Only now, however, is
the impact of acidif ication
making itself felt in certain re-
gions of Europe. Acid condi-
tions mean that heavy metals
can dissolve more easily, and
so acid rain has the devastat-
ing side effect of increasing
the concentration of these
metals in water. Freshwater
fish have been poisoned on a
huge scale by dissolved alu-
minium from the soil flowing
into lakes and rivers. Count-
less aquatic biotopes have
been severely damaged in
Scandinavia, and thousands of 

hectares of forest in Scandi-
navia and Central Europe have
also been acutely affected. In
1992, one tree out of every
four in Europe was found to
be losing its leaves at a rate of
more than 25%, and 10% of
them were discoloured. Al-
though acid rain is not the only
cause of these problems (the
impress ion g iven in the
1980s), it is still the primary
culprit. When we consider
that a third of Europe’s land
area is covered in woodland
and that forestry employs as
many people as the car or
chemical industry, it quickly
becomes clear that damage to
our trees is an economic is-
sue, too.

Disfiguring monuments
Acid rain can harm a wide vari-
ety of materials, including
stone, cement, paint, varnish,
paper and textiles. That means
it is slowly but surely damaging
Europe’s architectural heritage.
And that’s not all. Apart from
acidification, sulphur dioxide,
nitrogen oxides and ammonia
also contribute to:

• global warming,
• ozone depletion,
• deteriorating air quality,
• eutrophication of surface wa-

ters and aquatic and terrestrial
ecosystems.

What’s to blame?
The most important sources
of acidification are power sta-
tions, which were responsible
for 64% of sulphur dioxide
emissions in 1990, and road
transport, which accounted
for 50% of nitrogen oxide
emissions in 1995 — a figure
that continues to rise. Other
culprits are industry, waste-
processing plants, domestic
heating, air transport (fore-
cast to double between 1995
and 2000) and the ammonia
produced by excessive fertilis-
er use and animal dung.

lthough we have been hearing about acid rain for
over twenty years now, it remains a serious prob-
lem. It all starts when gases like sulphur dioxide
(SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOX) and ammonia (NH3)
combine with water molecules in the air to form
acids. When it rains, these acids enter our soil and
water, changing their composition and threatening
plants and animals with extinction. Most of the
gases responsible for acidification are produced by
power stations, manufacturing industry, road
transport and intensive agriculture.A

Facts and Trends

It’s raining again...

Sulphur dioxide (SO2) and nitrogen oxides (NOX) combine with water molecules in the atmosphere to form sulphuric and nitric acid.
When these acids are deposited on the earth’s surface, they change the composition of the surface waters and soil, seriously affect-
ing the existing ecosystems. Ammonia (NH3) is transformed into nitric acid in the soil rather than in the atmosphere.
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The ultimate goal for the Com-
munity in respect of acidifica-
tion, as expressed in the Euro-
pean Community programme
of policy and action in relation
to the environment and sustain-
able development (the Fifth En-
vironmental Action Pro-
gramme), is no exceedance of
critical loads and levels.

During 1997 the Commission
proposed an EU strategy for
combating acidification. The in-
terim target in the EU Acidifica-
tion strategy is to reduce in the
year 2010 the area of ecosystems
not protected against acidifica-
tion everywhere in the Commu-

nity by at least 50 percent com-
pared to 1990. The central part
of the strategy contains a propos-
al on a national emission ceilings
directive. The methodology to
be used to establish national
emission ceilings shall, as was de-
scribed in the strategy, reflect
both the polluter-pays principle
and maximise the environmental
benefits of emission reductions.
The council has in it’s conclusions
on the acidification strategy sup-
ported the method and the ambi-
tion level in the strategy and the
Commission is now working on
the proposal for a national emis-
sion ceilings directive to be pre-
sented in the beginning of 1999.

Europe has built-up a whole arse-
nal of legislative measures and has
signed numerous international
agreements over the past twenty
years in its attempts to win the
battle against acidification.

• The 1979 Geneva conven-
tion on long-range trans-
boundary air pollution led to
targets for reducing nitrogen
oxide (NOX) emissions. A
first protocol was adopted
for sulphur dioxide (SO2) in
1985 and a second in 1994.

• The EC Directive on air pol-
lution from industrial plants
introduced a series of mea-
sures aimed at the energy,
metal, chemical, wood pulp
and waste-processing indus-
tries. The most recent ver-
sion of the Integrated Pollu-
tion Control Directive, or
IPC Directive as it is known,

Europe is trying to halt the acidification process by estab-
lishing maximum rates or ‘critical loads’ for acidifying sub-
stances (primarily SO2, NOX and NH3) throughout its terri-
tory. Although significant progress has been made — in
spite of limited resources — the target is unlikely to be
met. Critical loads will be exceeded in many regions in 2005
and 2010 unless further action is taken very quickly.

Europe in action

Mobilisation

Acidifying substances can travel thousands
of kilometres in the atmosphere before
they are finally deposited on the ground.
That means some regions are suffering
from other countries’ emissions.

ACIDIFICATION
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adopts a fresh, integrated ap-
proach to tackling pollution,
based on the use of the best
available technology.

• The EC Directive on air pol-
lution from large combustion
plants is aimed primarily at
power stations. The latest
revised version will further
tighten emission standards
for SO2 and NOX.

• Several Directives on munic-
ipal and hazardous waste in-
cineration have imposed
emission limits for installa-
tions of this kind.

• The EC Directive on the sul-
phur content of certain liquid
fuels fixes maximum sulphur
levels for diesel. Similar mea-
sures exist or are planned for all
fuel used in the transport sector
(land, sea and air) and in heat-
ing and energy generation.

• The ‘Auto Oil’ programme,
presented by the European
Commission in 1996, sets
out new, stricter standards
for private cars (catalytic
converters and more fre-
quent inspections) and for
fuel quality. The programme
was developed in collabora-
tion with car manufacturers
and the oil industry.

• Europe has also adopted the
following targets for the year
2000 as part of its Fifth Envi-
ronmental Action Pro-
gramme (5EAP):
SO2: 35% reduction com-
pared to 1985 emission levels
NOX: 30% reduction com-
pared to 1990 emission levels
NH3: targets vary from state
to state, depending on the
extent of the problem.
Longer-term targets will be
set shortly for the years 2005
and 2010.

Varying results
All Member States easily met the
1994 target of reducing sulphur
emissions by 35%. The outlook
is equally good for the year 2000,
by which time a 50% reduction is
to be achieved compared to
1985 levels. The rapid decline
was due mainly to progress in the
field of electricity generation. In-

creasing use of gas, lower sulphur
content of fuel and new tax mea-
sures (differential fuel taxes based
on sulphur content) have also
made a positive contribution.

The situation for NOX emissions,
however, is much more worrying.
We are nowhere near achieving
the target of a 30% reduction by
the year 2000. Private car use and
road transport of goods are the
main culprits, despite the intro-
duction of catalytic converters.
Steady growth in these areas has
so far cancelled out the improve-
ments achieved by the power
generators and by industry.

And little has yet been done to
tackle NH3 emissions. Several
countries have completed an as-
sessment of the current situation,
but so far none of them have set
effective limits. Despite a consid-
erable reduction in acid emis-
sions, the available data suggests
that most of the targets set by the
Fifth Environmental Action Pro-
gramme will not be met unless
additional measures are taken.

• Catalytic converters.
• Road traffic restrictions.
• Reduction in the sulphur content of fuels.
• Progressive replacement of fuel oil with natural gas.
• Reduction in emissions from power stations and

industry.
• Increasing transport of people.
• Increasing transport of goods.
• Poor performance of catalytic converters (es-

pecially when cold).
• Slow upgrading of car fleet (maximum 10 % a

year).
• Lack of new technology.
• Biofuels not competitively priced.

Developments

The predicted rain, will it be acid rain?
(Southern France)

The Good...                    ...the Bad

ACIDIFICATION
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Role of Member States
Member States have a crucial
part to play in ensuring that the
critical loads set for acidifying
substances are not exceeded.
New measures will be needed
to reduce emissions; especially
those produced by manufactur-
ing industry, power generation,
agriculture and, above all, trans-
port. The most signif icant
progress in the coming years is
likely to be made in Denmark,
Germany and the Netherlands.
So far, however, acid rain has
barely affected the southern
states (particularly Portugal and
Greece) and so emissions of
sulphur dioxide, nitrogen ox-
ides and ammonia are all likely
to continue rising in these coun-
tries for several more years.

Transport
in the spotlight

The outlook is most negative
in  the  f ie ld  o f  t ransport ,
which  cont inues  to  grow
steadily. It is basically up to

individual Member States to
decide whether or not the
problem is to be tackled ef-
fectively. Alternatives do ex-
ist. Emissions from cars, for
example, can be reduced by
promoting public transport
and developing electric vehi-
cles (provided that electricity
generation is also subject to
str ict  pol lut ion controls) .
Preference should also be
given to transport by rail or
waterway rather  than by
road.

The fossil fuel burned by air-
craft introduces significant
quantities of nitrogen oxides
and sulphur dioxide into the
upper atmosphere. This is a
cross-border problem that
needs to be tackled at inter-
national level. Europe can im-
pose maximum emission lim-
its on aircraft, but fuel quality
standards are set by the In-
ternational Air Transport As-
sociation (IATA). The same
goes for maritime transport,
where fuel quality is fixed and
policed by the International
Maritime Organisation

Better management
of other 

human activities
Cars, air travel, heating, inten-
sive agriculture and manufac-
turing all inevitably contribute
to the acidification of the en-
vironment. European Direc-
tives and other administrative
measures are intended to in-
fluence citizens’ choices and
to improve the environmental
performance of European in-
dustry. They are also designed
to encourage significant be-
havioural changes, including
the more rational use of ener-
gy, production capacity and
transport, and a more sustain-
able approach to agricultural
production. For their part,
citizens have to be persuaded
by tax incentives and better
infrastructure to use public
transport, to cycle and to re-
discover the simple pleasure
of walking.

Taking responsibility

Public transport contributes to a de-
crease in traffic and therefore pollution.
(Metro – Brussels, Belgium)
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What do we mean by
‘air quality’?

Human beings need good
quality air twenty-four hours a
day in order to survive. In the
modern world, however, eco-
nomic activity, the burning of
fossil fuels, waste incineration
and intensive agriculture are
generating ever-increasing
amounts of pollution that dam-
age not only our own health,
but also that of plants, animals
and habitats. It is even bringing
about changes in the earth’s cli-
mate. Our cities are threatened
by low altitude smog, caused by
a mixture of human activity
(pollution) and natural factors
(climatic and geographical con-

ditions). Far from being a strict-
ly local problem, half of all the
pollutants in the air were origi-
nally produced a considerable
distance away.

Summer
When the sun shines, the gas-
es given off by car exhausts
(NOX and VOCs) combine to
form ozone. Although the
earth needs ozone in the up-
per atmosphere, the effects of
the gas at low altitude are very
harmful. The ozone concen-
trations experienced during
summer smog often exceed
the limits set by the World
Health Organisation (WHO),
damaging the health of over
100 million Europeans.

...and winter alike
Winter smog, meanwhile, is
created when pollutants are
trapped by the mass of cold
air above our cities, causing
them to build up (especially
SO2, NOX and particles). The
worst pollution tends to oc-
cur in the urban environment,
where two thirds of Europe’s
people live. The WHO’s air
quality guidelines are broken
at least once a year in three
quarters  of  Europe ’s  b ig
cities. The primary culprit is
the steady growth of car traf-
fic.

t is a common misconception that air pollution simply disperses over time into the vast-
ness of the atmosphere. Sadly, that is not the case. Some pollutants are trapped at low
altitude and end up being deposited on the ground. Road traffic, the burning of fossil
fuel and industrial activity all create air pollution that has a serious impact on our citi-
zens’ health and harms Europe’s ecosystems. Surprisingly, all this damage is inflicted by
substances that make up only 0.1 % of the total atmosphere — pollution is actually the
result of tiny local shifts in the concentration of gases. Although some improvement has
been achieved, an immense amount still remains to be done.

I
Facts and Trends

Reach for your gas-masks!

Air pollution is sometimes visible to the
naked eye but not all the time.
(Traffic on the Brussels Ring, Belgium)
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Coherent approach to-
wards air pollution

Air pollution has been one
of Europe’s main political
concerns since the late
1970s. A series of Direc-
tives has been introduced
to cut emissions of certain
pollutants and to monitor
their concentrations in the
air. The thinking behind
them has, however, been
inconsistent and they have
not been applied with
equal vigour in all Member
States. The most recent
regulations are designed to
tackle the problem of air
pollution more coherently
and effectively.

What is Europe doing?
In proportion to its size and
population, Europe is one of the
worst offenders when it comes
to air pollution and climate
change. The Commission has
already launched a number of
initiatives to correct this situa-
tion, focusing particularly on the
following areas:
• protecting the ozone layer

(by CFC reduction)
• reducing emissions of acidify-

ing substances (SO2 and NOX)
• resisting climate change and

reducing emissions of green-
house gases (CO2, CH4 and
N2O)

• reducing the concentration
of lead, asbestos, VOCs and
ozone in the atmosphere.

A great deal of progress has al-
ready been made in tackling
certain pollutants (SO2, lead and
CFCs).

New framework
directive

Europe has decided that it can
only guarantee equal protection
for all its citizens if the monitor-

ing and management of air qual-
ity is harmonised throughout its
territory. It has therefore draft-
ed a new framework directive,
which sets out a common strat-
egy towards air quality, leaving
it up to individual Member
States to decide what specific
measures they need to take.
In addition to protecting public
health and safeguarding ecosys-
tems, the directive has three
main aims:

1. To ensure the uniform evalu-
ation of air quality.

2. To establish limits and warn-
ing thresholds for thirteen
hazardous substances.

3. To tell the public which areas
suffer from high air pollution
and to notify them when
safety l imits have been
breached.

Cleaner road vehicles.
A whole series of Directives has
been aimed at motor vehicle
emissions, as a result of which
our cars, trucks and buses are
already significantly cleaner
than they used to be. Despite
this progress, Europe’s roads

Europe in action

Pollutant
Principal origin
(1990 figures) Dangers

Ozone (O3)
• formed from NOX and

VOC by the action of
sunlight

• nose and throat irritations 
• headaches
• pulmonary damage

Fine particles
and heavy metals

• industrial emissions
and exhaust gases

• irritation and damage of respiratory functions
• occasional mutagenic and carcinogenic properties

Volatile organic
compounds
(VOC)

• road transport
(36%)

• use (25%)

• wide-ranging impact, from olfactory complaints
to mutagenic and carcinogenic effects (benzene)

Carbon monox-
ide (CO)

• road transport
(65%) • affects tissue oxygenation

Nitrogen oxides
(NOX)

• road transport (51%)
• respiratory effects
• inhibits plant growth
• acid rain

Sulphur dioxide
(SO2)

• burning of fossil fuels
(66%)

• exacerbates respiratory pathology
• acid rain

Dioxins • waste incineration
• combustion plants

• probably carcinogenic.
• probably attacks immune system and alters con-

centration of reproductive hormones.

Origin and dangers of the main air pollutants

The subject matter of the awareness
campaigns is to familiarize the citizen to
the concept of clean cars and simultane-
ously promote public transport.
(Natural gas bus – Brussels, Belgium)
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remain a steadily worsening
source of pollution as traffic vol-
umes continue to rise. It is hard
to predict future develop-
ments, but there is little to sug-
gest that the problem will di-
minish in the next few years.
The implementation of the now
adopted ‘Auto Oil’ programme
will depend on the zeal with
which Member States apply Eu-
ropean regulations.
The latter focus on the follow-
ing areas:
• fuel quality (lead and sulphur

content),
• cleaner exhaust gases (cat-

alytic converters),
• CO2, CO, VOC, NOX and

particle emissions,
• regular vehicle inspections,
• research into new forms of

propulsion and fuel.

• Improved fuel quality.
• Use of catalytic converters, the performance of

which is improving.
• Application of the directive on oil storage and

distribution.
• Use of cleaner technologies in industry and

transport.
• Application of the solvent directive (still under

discussion).
• Use of water-based solvents.
• Growing road traffic.
• Delays in the adoption and application of direc-

tives.
• Increasing solvent use by industry.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

Pure air, unpolluted land: a privilege of
the countryside?
(North Yorkshire, United Kingdom)
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Europe
It is all too often the case at Eu-
ropean Union level that air pol-
lution cannot be evaluated be-
cause of a lack of reliable and
coherent data. We urgently
need more effective measure-
ment systems to identify the
sources of air pollution and its
impact on human health. Mem-
ber States wil l  have to act
quickly and vigorously if they
are to gather coherent, objec-
tive and comparable data on
NOX, VOC, dioxins and ozone
emissions.

A register for industry
Directives aimed at industrial
plants have successfully re-
duced emissions of certain pol-
lutants in recent years. This
trend is likely to continue with
the promotion of very strict op-
erating standards and promotes
the use of the best available
technologies. The Commission
is also considering imposing an
‘emissions register ’  which
would oblige industry to keep a
detailed record of substances
believed to threaten public
health and the environment.
Such a register would be partic-
ularly useful when it comes to

keeping the public informed of
air quality, one of Europe’s key
requirements in the field of
communication and informa-
tion access.

Cleaner petrol, cleaner
cars

Directive 85/210 states that all
cars built after 1993 must run
on lead-free petrol. Each Mem-
ber State is required to ensure
the availability and distribution
of lead-free fuel within its terri-
tory. These regulations have un-
doubtedly done a great deal to
reduce the health problems as-
sociated with lead, but lead-
free petrol is still not a perfect
solution, in that it contains
more VOCs (and hence ben-
zene) which are also harmful to
human health. German legisla-
tion requires petrol storage in-
stallations and service stations
to be fitted with devices to re-
cover VOC fumes, which has
had the effect of reducing hy-
drocarbon emissions by 13 %
between 1988 and 1992. Even
better, the 1993 requirement
that petrol-driven vehicles
should be fitted with three-way
catalytic converters has re-
duced VOC emissions by 75 %.
New technology, which re-
duces converter warm-up

times, is likely to further im-
prove their performance.

Cities and citizens
Measures introduced in most
European cities over the past
twenty to thirty years have led
to a reduction in emissions of
certain pollutants. The main ad-
vances have been:
• the reduced sulphur content

of fuels (coal and heating oil)
• increasing use of natural gas
• the cleaning of industrial

emissions
On the other hand, despite the
fitting of catalytic converters, it
has so far proved impossible to
cut NOX emissions because of
the steady growth in road use.
Some countries have had to re-
sort to a complete ban on motor
vehicles in urban areas whenev-
er climatic conditions encourage
the formation of smog.
European citizens can make
their own modest contribution
to reducing urban pollution by
opting for public transport in-
stead of their cars and by
choosing less toxic fuels like
LPG or natural gas central heat-
ing.

Taking responsibility

The objective of the European pro-
gramme ’Auto-Oil’ is to reduce pollution
caused by motor vehicle emissions.
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WASTE

HAZARDOUS AND RADIOACTIVE WASTE
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Worrying increase
Around 80% of the waste pro-
duced by modern societies is
agricultural, mining and indus-
trial and 20% domestic. Most
household waste consists of
materials that can be recycled
(paper, metal, plastic, organic
matter) plus a few products
considered as ’dangerous ’
(batteries, some medicines,
paint, aerosols, etc.). The wor-
rying increase in the volume of
household waste is partly at-
tributable to the flooding of the
market with products with a
short useful life and non-re-
turnable packaging. Products
of this kind currently account
for nearly 40% of all domestic
refuse.

Waste processing 
and its consequences

The two main ways of disposing
of waste are landfilling (67% in
1995) and incineration (17% in
1995). Both methods have their
health and environmental risks.
Therefore, the problem of
waste treatment is much more
complex and should be dealt
with by solutions ranging from
waste separation at source
through recycling, to landfilling
of waste end-products. Waste
prevention must be however
the top priority option for any
sound waste management poli-
cy. This global strategy is the
subject of a specific European
policy (see the following page).

Public concern 
about waste

Rightly or wrongly, the choice
of a landfill site or the con-
struction of an incinerator is
often objected to by the local
population. Citizens campaign
more and more vigorously
against the building of waste
processing sites near their
homes, a phenomenon some-
times referred to as the ’NIM-
BY’ syndrome (’not in my back
yard’). Therefore transparen-
cy and public information are
essential conditions for public
involvement in decisions in this
field.

Clean technology 
and eco-products

At the end of the day, the
problems caused by waste will
only be solved by preventative
measures,  which reduce
waste creation by taking ac-
tion at the source. New prod-
ucts must be designed with a
v iew to reducing waste
throughout the lifecycle, from
production and packaging to
sale, use and subsequent recy-
cling.

European 
waste 

production

Approximately 2 billion tons
of waste is generated every
year by the European Union.
Europeans generated around
390 kg of domestic waste per
person per year in 1992. The
trend i s  s t i l l  upward and
waste processing has become
an acute problem. A study of
six European countries found
over 55,000 sites contaminat-
ed by waste products.

aste is a by-product of our way of life in the in-
dustrial countries. Its volume is growing all the
time, to say nothing of its complexity or toxici-
ty. In today’s Europe, household waste is being
generated at a rate of over one kilogram per
person per day! The way we manage this waste
is often outdated and represents a serious
health and environmental hazard that can only
be reduced by drastic changes in production
methods and consumption habits.W

Facts and Trends

Tackling the waste mountain

Source : Eurostat.
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The European Community
has been trying to reduce
waste generation and to
improve its management
for the past twenty years.
Some Member States have
also had waste manage-
ment policies before 1975.
Action in this area has,
however, proved very diffi-
cult. What’s more, although
encouraging results have
been achieved in the recy-
cling of paper and glass,
waste production has con-
tinued to rise steadily. It
will increase by around
30% between 1985 and
2000. We are a long way
from meeting that goal.

Strategy
Europe’s strategy has been to
encourage sustainable and eco-
logically sound waste manage-
ment, which does not threaten
public health or the environ-
ment. Four strategic guidelines
have been defined to this end:

1. Prevention (minimisation).
2. Recovery (recycling and

reuse).
3. Improving disposal condi-

tions.
4. Regulation of the trans-

port of waste.

Objectives
To put this strategy into prac-
tice, the Fifth Programme for-
mulated a series of concrete
objectives from which many are
legal obligations set out in Com-
munity Directives:
• Drawing up waste manage-

ment plans in each Member
State.

• Reducing dioxin emissions by
90% between 1985 and
2000.

• Stabilising waste production
at the 1985 level by the year
2000.

• Recycling and reusing at least
50% of paper, glass and plas-
tic by the year 2000.

• Banning the export of certain
categories of waste with ef-
fect from 2000.

It cannot be denied however
that the Community’s achieve-
ments as regards these objec-
tives are not satisfactory. In-
deed, waste quantities, for
instance, have on average con-
tinued to grow. However, as re-
gards the export of waste a to-
tal ban of export of hazardous
waste to non-OECD countries
entered into force on 1 January
1998.

What’s Europe doing?
European institutions have taken
a number of steps. Amongst the
most important are:

• The Waste framework Di-
rective (1975) which re-
quires Member States to
take all necessary steps to

prevent waste generation, to
encourage reuse and to en-
sure that waste is disposed of
in a way that does not harm
human health or the environ-
ment.

• The Directive on hazardous
waste which sets more strin-
gent requirements for the
handling of this type of
waste.

• The Regulation on the super-
vision and control of trans-
frontier waste shipments,
which set out controls for
the shipment of waste. The
penalties for illegal trafficking
are left to Member States’
responsibility.

• The Directive on packaging
and packaging waste, which
sets targets for recovery and
recycling and proposes that a
marking scheme for packag-
ing be set up. It also pre-
scribes information and edu-
cation programmes to alert
consumers to the benefits of
recyclable packaging.

Europe in action

Slow progress 

Unrestricted dumping has been prohib-
ited by community legislation but it is
far from being eliminated.

WASTE
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• Community legislation also
exist on batteries and accu-
mulators, used oils, sewage
sludge, PCBs and on inciner-
ation of municipal waste.
Proposals on waste landfill-
ing, end of life vehicles and
on incineration of waste are
currently being discussed.

• Regulations on ecological la-
belling to reward products
which have a less severe en-
vironmental impact during
their production, sale, use
and disposal (’clean prod-
ucts’).

Results
Although considerable advances
have been made in recent years
in waste management legislation,
the translation of Community
measures into national law has
been very slow. Consequently,
the most recently adopted regu-
lations will only begin to bear
fruit in several years’ time.

Furthermore, in order to mea-
sure such results it is vital that
Europe sets up a common pro-
gramme to gather reliable and
comparable data from the re-
spective Member States. Differ-
ences in interpretation are cur-
rently preventing a clear overall
impression of the production
and processing of waste prod-
ucts across the European Union.

• Development of clean technology and eco-
products.

• Encouragement of citizens to sort and recycle
waste and to choose products more carefully.

• Public opposition to landfilling.
• Taxes on packaging.
• Taxes on waste landfilling.
• Rising production and consumption.
• High cost of selective collection and sorting,

making recycling economically unattractive.
• Lack of markets for certain recycled materials.
• Lack of internalisation of external costs.
• Complexity and diversity of the measures to be

introduced.

Developments
The Good... …the Bad

Common 
principles

Key principles in Europe’s
common strategy for better
waste management are:
1. The prevention principle:

we should l imit waste
production by taking ac-
tion at the source.

2. The ’polluter pays’ princi-
ple and, by the same logic,
the ‘producer responsibil-
ity’ principle: the cost of
dealing with waste should
be met by the person or
body that produced it.

3. The precautionary princi-
ple: we should anticipate
potential problems.

4. The proximity principle:
waste products should be
dealt with as close as pos-
sible to the source. (To
which must be added the
‘self-sufficiency’ principle,
according to which the
Community as a whole
and Member States indi-
vidually are encouraged to
become self-sufficient in
disposing of waste pro-
duced in the territory,
rather than relying on the
export of waste).

Today, recycled paper attains a quality al-
lowing all kinds of uses, including luxury
printing.
(Paper stockings before recycling)
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National plans
Under Community legislation,
Member States are obliged to
draw up waste management
plans for waste in general, for
hazardous waste and for packag-
ing and packaging waste. In addi-
tion to and separate from this
planning obligation, they are re-
quired to set up separate collec-
tion systems for certain batteries.

At the same time, a number of
Member States already have in
place their own systems for the
collection and recycling of cars,
electronic scrap, batteries and
used tyres, and many of them
make great effort to promote
clean technology in manufactur-
ing processes.

Member States are now respond-
ing to the pollution problems
caused by lax waste management
by drawing up integrated and sus-
tainable management strategies.

In practice, the following mea-
sures are promoted:
• Selective refuse collection

and taxed bin bags.
• Introduction of deposit sys-

tems for returnable packaging.
• Promotion of clean technol-

ogy.
• Involvement of industry in

the recovery and recycling of
their used products.

• Creation of markets for re-
cycled products.

Industry must act
Industry has a crucial part to play
when it comes to reducing the
volume of waste, because it can
take action at the source — dur-
ing the design and manufacture
of products. Industry also has to
introduce collection and recy-
cling systems for used products,
as already exist in a number of
countries for packaging, paper,
batteries, tyres, used cars and
trucks and electronic equipment.

Manufacturers should also do
their best to use as few natural
resources as possible and to
produce a minimum amount of
waste. Big companies have be-
gun to minimise waste in indus-
trial processes (’internalisation’
as it is called) and to pursue the
goal of ’zero waste, zero de-
fect’. New cars, for instance,
will soon be 100 % recyclable
— a principle that should be ap-
plied in other fields too.

Citizens should sort 
their rubbish and 

become more 
discerning consumers

Europe’s citizens can also do a
great deal when it comes to re-
ducing waste. Their purchasing
behaviour and the way they dis-
pose of used products can have
a very strong influence. We
should all get into the habit of:
• Sorting our refuse and taking

part in recycling and reuse
programmes.

• Choosing durable products
with a long useful life.

• Giving preference to recy-
cled and recyclable products.

• Cutting down on packaging
and reusing it.

Biodegradable waste represents
between 30 and 50% of the to-
tal amount of municipal waste.
Most of it is nowadays landfilled
or incinerated. A valid and envi-
ronmentally sound way of deal-
ing with this waste is through
composting or bio-mechaniza-
tion, either using a separate col-
lection scheme or home com-
posting of organic waste.
In order to produce good qual-
ity compost it is necessary to
have source separation of the
biodegradable waste. There-
fore the cooperation of the citi-
zens is extremely important.
Their support to such initiatives
would make it possible for local
authorities to invest in com-
posting and bio-mechanisation
plants and remove biodegrad-
able waste from landfills and in-
cineration.

Taking responsibility

390 kg of domestic waste per person and per year.
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35 million tons
of hazardous 
waste a year

Approximately 2% of the esti-
mated 2 billion tons of waste
generated in the European
Union every year is classified
as hazardous. Most of this
waste has an industrial origin
although there are elements
of household waste such as
certain paints, solvents, bat-
teries and oils which are haz-
ardous and should be sepa-
rately collected from ordinary
household waste to avoid
harm to the environment be-
ing caused.

Industrial waste
Some industrial wastes can be
hazardous,  which compl i -
cates their disposal. Exam-
ples are:

• Agricultural wastes can
contain pesticide residues.

• Sludge from dredging and
purif ication plants often
has high concentrations of
heavy metals and organic
compounds.

• Building wastes can contain
asbestos and other haz-
ardous substances.

• Hospital wastes include
certain contaminated mate-
rials.

Thousands of 
contaminated sites

More than 55,000 sites con-
taminated by waste disposal
have been identified in six Eu-
ropean countries alone, but
this inventory (Carrera and
Robertiello, 1993) reveals the
inconsistency of contaminat-
ed s i te ’s  def in i t ion rather
than the ir  actua l  number.
Nevertheless ,  a lmost  ha l f
were found to be in a critical

s ta te ,  threaten ing  pub l ic
health and groundwater qual-
ity in the vicinity of the site.
Annual clean-up costs for the
EU as a whole amount to a
proh ib i t ive  ECU
1,000,000,000,000.

Radioactive waste
Every nuclear power station
produces thousands of cubic
metres of radioactive waste a
year. Most of it is only slightly
radioactive, but a small pro-
portion, originating from the
station core, is highly danger-
ous and has to be vitrified (en-
cased in a solid block) before
being bur ied deep in  the
earth’s crust. It will remain
active for centuries and the
long-term repercussions of its
presence are sti l l  far from
clear. The recent case sur-
rounding La Hague shows the
potentia l  r isks involved in
treatment of waste. The de-
commissioning of obsolete
nuclear plants and the trans-
port of radioactive waste also
cause serious health and safe-
ty problems.

ublic awareness of the risks associated with waste
management, particularly with hazardous waste,
has risen sharply in the wake of major pollution in-
cidents and proven damage to health. This in itself,
however, is not enough to reverse current trends.P

Facts and Trends

A dangerous trend
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Every year, millions of tons of hazardous
waste are shipped across the globe, of-
ten ending up in countries where dis-
posal is cheapest but least secure. The
general pattern is for wastes to move
from the countries of the North to
those of the South, and from the West
to the East. Hazardous waste is also
shipped back and forth within the Euro-
pean Union because of differences in
taxation, processing expertise and the
level of official supervision in the re-
spective Member States.
(Based on waste export data provided
by individual countries to OECD.)

HAZARDOUS AND RADIOACTIVE WASTE
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Several pieces of legislation Sev-
eral pieces of legislation have
been introduced to deal with
the problem of hazardous
waste at European level. The
main ones include:
• The hazardous waste direc-

tive which requires Member
States to abide by certain
rules for its collection, han-
dling, recycling and treatment.
This entails the regular inspec-
tion of companies that handle
hazardous waste, introducing
regulations to ensure that it is
correctly packaged and la-
belled and drawing up emer-
gency procedures.

• The Directive on the inciner-
ation of hazardous waste,
the aim of which is to limit
emissions into the air and
water from hazardous waste
incinerators and from pro-
duction plants like cement
kilns and power plants co-in-
cinerating hazardous waste.

• The regulation on the super-
vision and control of ship-
ments within, into and out of
the European Community
has the aim to minimise
waste movement. Under this
regulation, exports of haz-
ardous waste, whether for
disposal or recovery, to non-
OECD countries has been
prohibited since 1 January
1998. The regulation en-
shrines in Community law
the Basle Convention on the
control of transboundary

movements of hazardous
waste and their disposal.

A matter of definition
Before we can manage and regu-
late hazardous waste move-
ments more effectively, we have
to harmonise our definitions at
European and international level.
For the purpose of Community
law, the term ‘waste’ has been
defined by the 1975 Waste
Framework Directive, and a
1994 Council Decision defined
what is hazardous and at the
same time established the ‘Haz-
ardous Waste List’.

Radioactive waste
A joint seven-year action plan
was adopted in 1992 for the pe-
riod 1993-99. It focuses on the
problems associated with ra-
dioactive waste and encourages
Member States to cooperate in
the field of:
• enhanced information for

the public;
• permanent analysis of the situ-

ation (e.g. radioactivity levels);
• heightened safety efforts for

the storage of radioactive
waste.

Although recycling has undoubtedly been a success, the
progress it has achieved has largely been cancelled out by
rapid growth in the volume of hazardous waste. Europe
faces several major challenges in this area, not least the
need to get to grips with the problems caused by haz-
ardous waste. Measures have been proposed but it is like-
ly to be many years before these bear fruit.

Europe in action

Sustainable waste management - an ambitious goal

The packaging of hazardous waste in
metal trunks isn’t always sufficient to
avoid accidents.
(Firemen’s exercise on chemical prod-
ucts)
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Meanwhile, a directive on the
monitoring and regulation of
radioactive waste shipments
defines the procedures to be
followed during transportation.

• Selective collection and recycling programmes
are enjoying growing success.

• European citizens and Member States are be-
coming increasingly aware of the need to avoid
waste creation.

• Improved product design, clean technologies
and the use of less hazardous materials could
significantly reduce volumes of industrial and
hazardous waste.

• Current trends suggest that the volume of ha-
zardous waste will continue to grow between
1990 and 2000.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

What future does nuclear power have
when it faces the hostility of public 
opinion?
(Cooling-tower, nuclear power station
– Doel, Belgium)
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Reducing waste 
movements 

at international level
Adopting international rules to
limit waste shipments is vital if
we want to prevent the most
hazardous waste products from
being systematically shipped to
the regions with the most lax
environmental regimes. This is-
sue was first addressed in 1989
by the Basle Convention on the
‘Control of Transboundary
Movement of Hazardous
Wastes and their disposal’. The
122 signatories to the conven-
tion agreed that henceforth the
exporter of the wastes in ques-
tion was to be responsible for
their proper treatment.

Industry – immense
potential

Experts  bel ieve that  haz-
ardous waste and toxic emis-
sions can be cut by between
70 and 100% using better
technology and rethinking
product designs. Toxic com-
pounds (CFC, chlorine, cer-
tain solvents, heavy metals),
can be removed from certain
products  without a l ter ing
their properties

Citizens are mobilising
Major accidents have shown
all too clearly that the burial of
hazardous waste can cause
significant public health prob-
lems. Landfill disposal has a
very poor image in the eyes of
the public, who are objecting
ever more vehemently against
the creation of new sites. The
same kind of opposition has

been shown towards waste-
processing and incineration
plants, presenting decision-
makers with serious difficul-
ties.

Meanwhile, a significant sec-
t ion of the populat ion has
shown a strong commitment
towards act ively reducing
waste by carefully choosing
which products to use in the
first place.

Taking responsibility

No region on our planet is exempt from
waste.
(Antarctica)
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Urban zones have a voracious
appetite, however, that is out of
all proportion to their size. On
an average day, a European city
with a million inhabitants con-
sumes 320,000 tons of water,
2,000 tons of food and 11,500
tons of fossil fuel, while produc-
ing 300,000 tons of wastewater
and 1,600 tons of solid waste. It
goes without saying that there
are countless interactions be-
tween town and environment.
And the environmental prob-
lems already experienced by
most European cities will get
worse as their boundaries
creep outwards and demand
for mobility increases, further
intensifying our dependence on
the private car.

Blocked arteries and
asphyxia

Vehicles used for road trans-
port are public enemy number
one across Europe when it
comes to air pollution. Greater
London alone is home to six
million cars. Vehicles are re-
sponsible for congestion, stress
and safety problems and they
encroach on our public spaces.
And most seriously they gener-
ate severe air and noise pollu-
tion.

Vehicle exhausts pump CO2

into the atmosphere, contribut-
ing to global warming. They
also produce HC particles, CO
and NOX. Road vehicles are a
primary source of air pollution
in our towns, in some areas far
outstripping industry and
households, where significant
progress has been achieved (es-
pecially in Western Europe).
Modern factories produce

more cleanly and have been
moving towards the outskirts of
urban areas. Meanwhile, atmo-
spheric emissions have been re-
duced by increased use of natu-
ral gas as a heating fuel.

Green spaces serve a wide vari-
ety of purposes in urban areas.
They are used for recreation
and education and provide
much-needed visual variety.
Green areas fulfil other impor-
tant roles too, such as improv-
ing air circulation, maintaining
biodiversity, balancing humidity
and capturing dust and gases.
Maintaining and developing
green spaces in towns is a key
aspect of urban policy.

Unbearable noise
The percentage of citizens ex-
posed to unacceptable noise
levels (over 65 decibels) is
steadily increasing, especially in
the cities. The figure currently
stands at 17% in the EU coun-
tries. Compared to Eastern Eu-

rope, however, EU citizens get
off relatively lightly. Roughly
50% of the population in the
East has to put up with this type
of excessive noise pollution.

Although aircraft noise poses a
particular problem close to
airports, even in these loca-
tions road traffic is the main
culprit.

Ebb and flow
The pattern of  water and
waste flows clearly illustrates
the burden towns place on the
environment.  Every day,
town-dwellers consume 320
litres of drinking water each,
even though only a tiny pro-
portion (around 5%) is actual-
ly drunk or used in cooking.
The dilapidated state of some
water systems is also a prob-
lem, resulting in regular losses
of between 30 and 50 %.
Some major cities don’t have
waste water treatment plants.
As for solid waste, although
progress has been made in the
selective collection and recy-
cling of refuse, the overall
quantity continues to rise and
the most common form of dis-
posal is still landfill.

owns are highly complex ecosystems whose environ-

mental impact on the planet is increasing all the time.

Europe has become highly urbanised in recent decades.

Two out of three Europeans now live in towns, which

account for only 1% of the continent’s surface area.T
Facts and Trends

Noise and Smog

A mask for better breathing, a paradox
of our time.
(Cyclist in London)
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This need was reflected by the
1990 Green Paper on the Ur-
ban Environment. Three years
later, the Sustainable Cities Pro-
ject prepared recommenda-
tions for incorporating environ-
mental issues at all levels of
decision-making (EU, Member
States, towns, etc.) and for tak-
ing them into account when
considering other relevant
fields like demographics and the
economy.

A 1998 communication from
the Commission develops a
framework for action about
sustainable urban development 

in the European Union. The in-
terdependent aims of this
framework for action are:

• Strengthening economic
prosperity and employment
in towns and cities.

• Promoting equality, social in-
clusion and regeneration in
urban areas.

• Protecting and improving the
urban environment.

• Contributing to good urban
governance and local em-
powerment.

This complexity means that
there can be no single solu-
tion, but that each advance in
a specific sector (water and
air quality, for instance) helps
improve the overall quality of
the urban environment. Sev-
eral EU policies have a direct
impact in this respect by ad-
dressing a range of sensitive
issues.

More than anything, improv-
ing the environment requires
the rethinking and effective
appl icat ion of  pol ic ies to-
wards planning,  transport
and the management of natu-
ra l  resources .  In  other
words, it is not the tools as
such that will provide the so-
lution but the way they are
used —  the way elements
contributing to the quality of
urban life are integrated in
the decision-making process
(especially in terms of plan-

Just as populations are concentrated in towns, so too are
environmental problems. We have already seen how air
quality, noise and transport are intimately linked, and this
is just one example. There are countless other connections
like this in urban areas. For that reason, an integrated ap-
proach is needed if we want to pursue an effective urban
environmental policy.

Europe in action

Directives and exchange of know-how

When it is possible give the streets back
to the pedestrians.
(Pedestrian Street – Münich, Germany)
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ning). This is not something
that can be implemented at
EU level. Policies l ike this
have to be put into practice
locally. With that in mind, the
EU makes a significant con-
tr ibut ion  by  encourag ing
towns  to  get  together  to
compare experiences and to
exchange information.

The EU and noise
As regards noise, European
policy is concerned with as-
sessing ambient noise levels,
as well as introducing stan-
dards for vehicles, household
appl iances ,  tools ,  and so
forth. In the Fifth Environ-
mental  Action Programme
there are also general targets
for the reduction of noise pol-
lution:

• noise levels exceeding 85 dB
to be banned;

• the percentage of the popu-
lation exposed to noise levels
above 65 dB at night must be
reduced.

• Municipal regulations to cut air pollution have
helped reduce emissions of harmful gases and
particles.

• Noise-reduction measures have encouraged
industry to perfect new, high-performance
technologies, one achievement of which has
been to produce quieter cars.

• Information concerning the urban environment
is much more widely available to all relevant
parties.

• Rising living standards and increased demand
for consumer goods and mobility are cancelling
out the positive effects of anti-pollution mea-
sures.

• The increasing number of cars and kilometres
travelled also tends to neutralise these effects.

• Data on the urban environment remains frag-
mentary. An absence of information and differ-
ences in data-collection methods are too often
the norm.

• The total quantity of household refuse contin-
ues to rise, despite advances in separated col-
lection and recycling.

• The growing demand for water places a serious
burden on water supply and replenishment.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

The electric car makes a timid appearance in  cities.
(Reloading the battery of an electric vehicle)
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All concerned
The goal of sustainable urban
development is a shared one.
However, many Member
States, like the Netherlands,
take the view that it is up to in-
dividual towns and municipali-
ties to decide how to achieve it.
This shows that real opportuni-
ties exist in the shape of decen-
tralisation and the delegation of
responsibility.

City networks
Cities are innovating and link-
ing up with one another to
create inter-urban networks.
The European Sustainable
Cities and Towns Campaign,
for instance, brings together
over 400 local  authorit ies
which have undertaken to de-
velop local action plans for
sustainability which will enable
the Rio commitments to be
met. The Car-Free Cities net-
work has existed in Europe
since 1994 and advocates
forms of mobil i ty that are
more respectful of the envi-
ronment and the needs of res-
idents in the part ic ipat ing
towns. It draws up examples
of good practice, such as car-
sharing and car free housing.

Towns are the key players in
their own environmental poli-
cy, which means that resi-

dents have to feel more in-
volved, either individually or
through committees and as-
sociations.

The growing number of public-
private partnerships shows the
many varied forms this general
cooperation can take.

Effective town 
planning

It’s one thing to know the lev-
el of air pollution at which
certain people are likely to
experience breathing difficul-
t ies ,  but  quite another to
transform this l imit into a
standard. European towns
have found it very difficult to
monitor these parameters,
whether in the field of air, wa-
ter, soil or noise. Taxes, tolls
and permits offer partial solu-
tions, but other mechanisms
are needed too.

Town planning is an excellent
tool for improving the urban
environment. The ecological
management of urban areas
requires careful attention to
the location and form of de-
velopment of different types
so as to minimise the need for
motorised transport and to
protect valuable natural and
built environments, cleaning-
up dilapidated areas, pursuing
an ambitious green-space po-

licy and replacing inadequate
infrastructure.

Enhanced technology and im-
proved management could
strongly reduce raw material
and waste flows. A number of
interesting initiatives have been
mounted in certain Northern
European towns. Small in scale,
many of these projects set out
to reduce energy bil ls and
hence to protect nature by pro-
moting water purification, ther-
mal insulation, a range of highly
sophisticated procedures and
the simple use of common
sense.

New models 
of transport

The planning of land use and
transport must go hand in
hand. Effective bus networks
alone are not enough to solve
the problems of urban mobili-
ty. Solutions are needed that
offer a variety of choices. The
keyword is integration: creat-
ing pedestrian zones, reducing
the speed of car traffic, inte-
grating the different modes of
transport, developing safe and
attractive cycle routes, reduc-
ing the availability of parking
and developing other stimuli
such as higher taxes on lone
drivers.

Taking responsibility

Urban planning is frequently handi-
capped by the weight of an anarchic
legacy.
(Air pollution in Athens, Greece)
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Limited reserves 
and excessive demand

Some 65% of our water sup-
plies come from deep within
the earth. They are pumped
from subterranean aquifers
containing limited reserves that
only replenish themselves slow-
ly — chiefly from rainwater
percolating down from the sur-
face. Water extraction rose by
almost 35 % between 1970 and
1985 and has shown no sign of
slowing down more recently.
The point has now been
reached in an increasing num-
ber of regions where the natu-
ral replenishment of the water
supply can no longer keep pace
with demand. Water consump-
tion has risen explosively as
economic activity has expan-

ded. Industry accounts for 53%
of total demand, agriculture for
26% and domestic consump-
tion for 19%. Not only do these
sectors swallow up vast
amounts of our water re-
sources, they also generate a
whole range of pollutants that
are affecting the quality of sur-
face water (rivers, lakes, etc.)
before filtering down into the
substrata. Annual water con-
sumption in Europe varies be-
tween 200 and 1,000 cubic me-
tres per head of the population,
depending on the level of eco-
nomic development. Incidental-
ly, it is not the countries with
the most water (basically those
in the North) which consume
the most or make the least ef-
fort to conserve supplies. Irriga-
tion is growing constantly in the
countries of the South.

From source 
to ocean

Water is adversely affected by the
presence of human beings even
before it begins to form rivers. In-
dustrial production, animal hus-
bandry, arable farming, accidental
discharges and domestic cleaning
all release a range of pollutants
into the soil, many of which grad-
ually filter their way down into
the groundwater. The contami-
nated water then rises and begins
its slow journey to the sea. On
the way, it picks up untreated in-
dustrial residues and waste-wa-
ter containing organic matter and
phosphates from built-up areas.
Rainwater runs off roads and
farmland into the river, carrying
with it nitrates, pesticides, hydro-
carbons, atmospheric acid de-
posits and other everyday
residues. Meanwhile, certain
species of fish are disappearing
and others are being confined up-
stream of dams or behind the
thermal barrier created by pow-
er station discharges. Many plants
are being suffocated by a lack of
oxygen, allowing others to prolif-
erate in their place at the expense
of animal life. And when the river
finally makes it to the sea, it
promptly deposits the pollutants
it has carried downstream.

Insidious threat
Although industry is the single
greatest source of pollution, it is
not viewed by environmental-
ists as the most challenging ad-
versary. After all, there are var-
ious ways of encouraging
industrialists to manage their
water resources more effec-
tively. It is much more difficult
to curb the thousands of mil-
lions of micro-pollutants intro-
duced by the spreading of fer-
tiliser and manure, by pesticide
and biocide use and by leaks
from the millions of under-
ground tanks used to store
heating oil.

he element of water is crucial to life on earth. Since
the beginning of the 20th century, however, it has
come under increasing threat. In a number of coun-
tries, including some in Europe, the quality and scale
of water supplies is likely to be the focus of major
tension and perhaps even conflict in the decades to
come.T

Facts and Trends

A complex and fragile system

In which condition will this pure, clear
water reach the sea?
(Lorraine, France)

FRESHWATER
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Developing an inte-
grated approach

The European authorities re-
sponded to the alarming deter-
ioration in the continent’s water
resources back in 1973, close
on the heels of international
mobilisation to tackle the pollu-
tion of the Rhine. A score of di-
rectives designed to protect
aquatic ecosystems have since
been issued, focusing on speci-
fic areas like bathing water,
drinking water, groundwater
and fish and shellfish water. The
main intention of these mea-
sures has been to set European
quality standards for water in-
tended for specific human
needs. The Drinking Water Di-
rective, for instance, sets limit
values for a large number of pa-
rameters, thus providing safety
for the consumer. As for
bathing water, the Directive
aims at ensuring a safe and

healthy quality of the water by
primarily setting standards for
faecal pollutants. Although the
application of these measures in
the different Member States
has undoubtedly raised aware-
ness and produced some valu-
able initiatives, these have not
been enough to offset the
growing pressure exerted on
water quality by demographic
development and intensified
economic activity. Earlier Euro-
pean strategy did not take
enough account of either the di-
versity of the individual situa-
tions encountered or the spe-
cific priorities of the different
regions and their aquatic
ecosystems: precipitation,
evaporation, catchement, river
regulation, effluents, etc. What
was needed was an integrated
approach — one of the priority
objectives of the Fifth Pro-
gramme and the Edinburgh
Summit in December 1992. For
the future, preparations are un-
derway for a new European

’Framework Directive’ which
requires integrated water man-
agement planning on a river-
basin basis and sets common
rules to ensure comparability of
effort and results.

The integrated ap-
proach of the Frame-
work Water Directive

Unlike previous water legisla-
tion, the Framework Water
Directive will cover both sur-
face water and groundwater,
as well as estuaries and coastal
waters, in recognition of the
natural interaction between
surface waters and groundwa-
ters in terms of quality and
quantity. One of the innova-
tions of this directive will be
that rivers and lakes will need
to be managed by river basin
— the natural geographic and
hydrological unit — instead of
according to administrative or
political boundaries. The river
basin management plans will
have to include an analysis of
the river basin’s characteris-
tics, a review of the impact of
human activity on the ecologi-
cal status of waters in the basin
and an economic analysis of
water use in the district. Cen-
tral to each river basin man-
agement plan will then be the
requirement of each Member
State to establ ish a pro-
gramme addressing al l  the

The combined approach
The Framework Water Directive aims at achiev-
ing ‘good status’ for all waters (groundwater and
surface water) by 2010. To that end, a combined
approach is foreseen:
• by setting emission limit values for the most

polluting discharges and other relevant
sources of pollution, such as agriculture, urban
domestic waste water and industrial waste wa-
ter, and

• by setting water quality standards to ensure
that those controlled discharges and other rel-
evant sources of pollution will not adversely af-
fect the water quality and result in a good sta-
tus of the water.

FRESHWATER

he fight against water pollution was one of the very
first policies to be taken in hand by Europe. This ear-
ly response resulted in concrete actions, which con-
tinue to bear fruit today. It has also been translated
into educational programmes designed, in the light
of earlier errors, to ensure that European action is
more effective and coherent.T

Europe in action

A global approach to the
aquatic ecosystem
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measures which need to be
taken within its territory to
ensure that all waters in the
river basin achieve good water
status by 2010.

Precise targeting
Other European goals in terms
of water quality are set out in a
number of texts, such as:
• The Drinking Water Direc-

tive sets quality standards for
water destined for human
consumption;

• The Urban Waste-Water
Treatment Directive sets out
the minimum conditions for
the collection, treatment and
discharge of domestic efflu-
ents (including comparable
industrial waste);

• The Nitrates Directive is in-
tended to reduce and pre-
vent pollution caused by the
storage and use of nitrate
fertilisers in agriculture;

• The Bathing Water Directive
combines environmental and
public health concerns. On
the basis of specific quality
monitoring programmes es-
tablished and carried out by
the Member States, informa-
tion is given by the Member
States and the Commission
to the public at large;

• An Action Programme for in-
tegrated groundwater man-
agement, currently being
prepared, will tie together
the basic measures enabling
each Member State to shape
its own policy, while bearing
in mind the common objec-
tives and the overall group of
shared ’enemies’ that threat-
en the aquatic ecosystem.
The action programmes are
focused on groundwater in
the countryside and thus, in

particular, affect agricultural
practices.

The right price to re-
duce consumption

Few measures at European lev-
el have been specifically target-
ed at reducing domestic 
consumption. By contrast, 
Europe’s support for products
with a low environmental im-

pact sets out to do just that, in
this case by awarding eco-la-
bels. By clearly informing con-
sumers of the ecological bene-
fits (such as water-conservation)
offered by certain products on
the market, the EU is giving
them a concrete way of inter-
vening in the field.

Meanwhile, Member States
could help focus attention on
the true economic value of
water by ensuring that the
true cost of treatment and pu-
rification is reflected in its sale
price.

• Major treatment projects have already been
set up by the Member States.

• Leading industries have given the go-ahead for
substantial investments to treat their waste-
water.

• There is growing interest in integrated river
management, such as river contracts and the
joint cleaning up of the Rhine.

• Considerable advances have been made in the
efficiency and effectiveness of water-treatment
technologies.

• The policy of increasing prices and imposing
taxes is clearly helping to raise awareness.

• Farmers are gradually recognising the impact of
their activities on water quality.

• The amount of drinking water extracted is
growing all the time, primarily because of the
irrigation needs of intensive agriculture.

• Although significant advances have been made,
these are not enough to offset the increase in
new sources of pollution.

• The development of new agricultural policies
and methods is likely to increase the amount of
pollution caused by fertilisers and more active
pesticides (effective at weaker concentrations,
but also highly toxic).

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

FRESHWATER

Freshwater, a treasure to safeguard.
(Lake Balaton, near Czopak, Hungary)
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Honest broker
The pollution of our rivers
clearly shows that we urgently
need a policy capable of ad-
dressing the management of
water resources in their en-
tirety. At the same time, it re-
veals just how complex the is-
sue can be. To tackle this
complexity, three sorts of ac-
tion are envisaged at European
level:

• Encouraging Member States
to take stock of the situation
and to identify sources of
pollution;

• Defining concrete and realis-
tic objectives in consultation
with individual states;

• Setting up integrated pro-
grammes to achieve these
objectives, in collaboration
with all relevant parties.

Shared Responsibility
After adoption of legislation
and action programmes on the
EU level, Member States have
to transpose and implement
them correctly to achieve the
environmental objectives. The
EU provides information to
raise citizens’ awareness in en-
vironmental matters and funds
to help Member States or
NGO’s on specific projects. It
is this combination of different
levels of action — legislation,
implementat ion, c it izens ’
awareness — that can lead to
an actual improvement in wa-
ter quality and sustainable
management of  water re-
sources.

Clean technology 
firmly established

Not only was industry the first
polluter to be identified, it
was also the first to respond
to the pressure exerted by
European regulations, pro-
ducing a significant improve-
ment in water quality as a re-

sult. Faced with ever-more
rigorous standards and steadi-
ly rising purification costs,
companies are nowadays
turning to new production
techniques that use less water
and are less polluting. Little by
little, new environmental pro-
duction standards l ike ISO
14001 or EMAS are gaining
ground. The main purpose of
these schemes is to persuade
industry to start seeing the en-
vironment as a resource that
is every bit as important as
labour or capital.

Local government - 
keeping the public 

informed
Local authorities will be the
first to experience the social
and economic impact of the

new policies on water. It will
be up to them to explain to cit-
izens why the price of water
had to be adjusted and why in-
vestment is needed in water
collection and purification.
They will also be responsible
for local  test ing.  In other
words, local government will

have to raise awareness, in-
form, educate and explain in
such a way that citizens stop
looking on water simply as a
natural way of transporting ef-
fluent to the nearest river,
which is then transformed into
a natural sewer.

More responsible 
farming

The intensive agriculture that
has grown up in Europe is the
main source of the nitrates and
pesticides that find their way
into our groundwater and sur-
face water.  Consequently,
farmers will have to accept
their share of the effort need-
ed to preserve our water re-
sources by controlling fertilis-
er use more effectively and
preferring less toxic products
and irrigation methods that
use less water. Agriculturists in
several countries have already
committed themselves to con-
crete promotion of farming
methods that are less harmful
to the environment. These ef-
forts need to be reinforced
and above all to be applied
more widely.

Demanding consumers
Every summer, Europe’s citi-
zens spray their gardens with
17 cubic metres of water per
square metre. We use 200
litres every time we wash our
cars and 100 litres to wash ev-
ery five kilos of cloths. Every-
day domestic consumption
may be relatively modest com-
pared to industrial demand
(bear in mind it takes 25 litres
of water to brew one litre of
beer!), but citizens can still do
their bit by paying more atten-
tion to our water resources.
We can do this by saving water
at home, buying washing-ma-
chines and dishwashers that
consume less water, choosing
cleaning and washing products
that are less polluting and can
be used in smaller quantities
and by making better use of
rainwater.

Taking responsibility

Manshlands shelter exceptionnally wich
and diverse fauna and flora.
(Scenery in Iceland)

FRESHWATER
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The 13 EU Member States with
access to the sea share a total
coastline of around 89,000 km.
Some 68 million of Europe’s 360
million people live on this nar-
row strip of land, in concentra-
tions varying from 3% in Bel-
gium to 70% in Denmark.
These figures are subject to ex-
treme seasonal variations, which
is one of the factors that make
the coastal zone so sensitive.

Urbanisation, manufacturing,
harbour activities, fishing, naval
bases, tourism and leisure are
the primary culprits behind the
accelerating deterioration of
our coastal ecosystems — the
disappearance of undeveloped
areas, declining biodiversity,
water pollution, spoiled land-
scapes and the infiltration of
saltwater into overexploited
freshwater layers.

And as if these problems weren’t
enough, we also have to con-
tend with the threat of a rising
sea level and the marine disrup-
tion caused by climate change.

More people than ever are at-
tracted to the coasts for recre-
ation and holidays. But coasts
also have another role as the
final outlet for pollution, much
of it generated far inland.

Virtually all the materials car-
ried in suspension by our rivers
and ejected into the sea are de-
posited at the coast, urban and
industrial pollution or nitrates
and pesticides that have
leached into the soil or the de-
posit of atmospheric pollution.

The repercussions for the envi-
ronment and for human health
are numerous, complex and very
difficult to evaluate in the long
term. Pollutants, for instance, of-
ten re-emerge from coastal sed-
iment several years later.

A precious habit being
nibbled away

The coastal zone forms an ir-
replaceable breeding ground

and habitat  for plants and
wildlife. Eight out of every 40
habitats rated as essential to
survival and a third of all wet-
lands are located on the coast.
The same strip also contains
breeding and growing areas
for most of the fish and shell-
fish species that end up on our
plates.

These facts illustrate the scale
of the problems sparked by
human act iv it ies in these
coastal regions, where entire
chunks of these precious habi-
tats have been sacrificed in re-
cent years in the name of ur-
banisation, industry, tourism
and fishing.

Suffocating the sea
The most dangerous pollu-
tants threatening our coasts -
often worse even than heavy
metals, chemicals or hydrocar-
bons — are nutrients, which
come mainly from fertilisers
and urban refuse. These nutri-
ents can cause excessive
growth of plants, e.g. algae.
Such masses of  a lgae may
physically leave no space for
other forms of life in the wa-
ter, as well as, -on their de-
composition, -deplete the wa-
ter of oxygen, suffocating the
surrounding ecosystem. At the
same time, they gradually de-
stroy the coast’s attraction to
tourists.

he coastal zone is the interface between land and
sea, between freshwater and saltwater. It is here,
without any doubt, that human beings and their
activities have left their most visible imprint on
our planet. These effects are all the more difficult
to address, because they are the end-result of ev-
ery imaginable type of pollution, flowing from a
countless range of outlets.T

Facts and Trends

Europe’s coast : 89,000 km of frontline

1. Overexploitation 
of local resources

2. Pollutant discharges
3. Heat discharges
4. Disturbance of the

seabed
5. Disappearance 

of natural habitats
6. Sediment accumulation
7. Organic pollution
8. Unlicensed gas dis-

charges
9. Solid waste dumping
10. Overexploitation 

of certain species

Assailed from all sides
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MARINE AND COASTAL WATERS
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Careful coordination
required

The greatest obstacle to protect-
ing the coastal and marine envi-
ronment is the huge variety of
users and other interested par-
ties at regional, national and inter-
national level. Industry, property-
developers, fishermen, hoteliers,
tourists, local authorities, envi-
ronmental groups, researchers,
transport firms and sports enthu-
siasts are all keen to defend their
position on the coast. Each inter-
est group is busily lobbying politi-
cal decision-makers.

The result has been a multitude
of decisions and initiatives which,
though sometimes highly benefi-
cial in local terms, often do little
more than shift the problem to
some other region. In some cas-
es, they even create brand new
problems at the same spot.

A raft of initiatives
The EU has drawn up and ap-
plied an impressive series of
measures since 1973.

Highlights include several in-
ternational conventions such
as the Helsinki Convention on
the protection of the Baltic
marine environment (1974),
the Oslo (1974) and Paris
Conventions (1978) on the
protection of the Northeast
Atlantic, the Barcelona Con-
vention on the protection of
the Mediterranean and a series
of conferences on protecting
the North Sea. Among pieces
of EU legislation related to the
coastal zones are directives on
the quality of fish and shellfish
water, the conservation of
wi ld birds,  the qual i ty of
bathing water, environmental
impact studies, the cleaning up
of waste urban waters, con-
servation of flora and fauna
and nitrates. If we add in all the
charters, joint declarations
and recommendations, we
end up with almost thirty ma-
jor European initiatives that
have attempted to halt the
damage to the coastal and ma-
rine environment. A great
many financial instruments
have also been created to sup-
port these efforts.

Although the progress achieved
has failed to l ive up to the
amount of energy expended,
these efforts have borne fruit in
several fields. The quality of
bathing water has improved at
many locations and the North
Sea states have cut their phos-
phorus and heavy metal dis-
charges by half.

At the same time, many nation-
al and local programmes have
significantly improved the
coastal and marine environ-
ment and helped recreate a nat-
ural habitat.

Getting the measure 
of the problem

It is incredibly difficult to come
up with a precise evaluation of
any improvements or setbacks
in the overall health of our
coastal and marine environ-
ment. And it is just as hard to
identify the real heroes and vil-
lains when it comes to local, re-
gional and national manage-
ment. We don’t have reliable
indicators for the state of our

Europe in action

For a long time the sea has been consid-
ered to be a huge dumping ground.
(Europe is surrounded by nine sea basins)

MARINE AND COASTAL WATERS
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coastal waters, making it risky
to attempt a diagnosis. One of
Europe’s main priorities is to
give itself the proper tools to
measure and evaluate its coastal
and marine ecosystems.

Many instruments 
without an orchestra

Over the past 20 years, public
and private bodies all over Eu-
rope have devoted themselves
to restoring marine and coastal
ecosystems. They have done so
by launching specific pro-
grammes and actions with con-
crete, often local objectives —
protecting plants and wildlife,
reducing the discharge of spe-
cific pollutants, raising public
awareness and drafting clearly
targeted plans.

A well-known example is the Blue
Flag for the best environmentally
managed beaches. This campaign
has ensured public awareness for
environmental issues, and in par-
ticular on the delicate ecological
balance of the coastal strip.

Although some good has been
achieved, we lack the necessary
coordination between this
plethora of individual initiatives.

The problem does not lie in the
instruments themselves, but in
the way they are orchestrated.
To address this problem, Europe
set up a demonstration pro-
gramme in 1996, based on 35
projects that are testing innova-
tive best practice in Integrated
Coastal Zone Management se-
lected to represent the diversity
of conditions in the EU coastal
zones, these projects are
demonstrating how economical-
ly and environmentally sustain-
able development can be pro-
moted through: improved
information flows; better coop-
eration between sectors and lev-
els of administration; and greater
public participation in the plan-
ning process. As well as provid-
ing specific examples of success-
ful approaches to coastal zone
management, the experiences of

the Demonstration Programme
are being used to aliment a de-
bate about a future common Eu-
ropean Strategy on I.C.Z.M.

• Bathing water quality has become a key issue for
tourists.

• Successfully restored dunes and the rescue of
threatened animal species demonstrate the poten-
tial effectiveness of what are often isolated and lo-
calised rehabilitation initiatives.

• Vital investment is taking place in industrial and ur-
ban waste processing.

• Awareness of these issues is now widespread in Eu-
rope and continues to rise.

• Once again, the absence of reliable and comparable
data is undermining the effectiveness of controls.

• Many local initiatives still fail to take account of the
repercussions on neighbouring ecosystems.

• Effective criteria have yet to be formulated for a
better balance between town planing, environmen-
tal protection and the exploitation of natural re-
sources.

• Too many countries outside Europe still have to be
persuaded that these measures are truly necessary.

Developments
The Good...                    ...the Bad

Where will we stretch out or bathe?
(Beach in Normandy, France)

MARINE AND COASTAL WATERS
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Sharing responsibility
for the sea

The ecological quality of our
coastal and marine zones can’t
be improved through legislation
alone at European level, and
even less so at national and re-
gional level. The state of the
Mediterranean or Baltic, for in-
stance, is determined by the en-
vironmental policies of all the
surrounding states. The health
of Europe’s coastal zones de-
pends very strongly on the con-
duct of all the people who are
active there, in sectors like
shipping, fishing and the off-
shore industry. These are the
currents and tides that truly de-
termine the dilution and spread
of any pollution. That’s why Eu-
rope takes an active part in the
international debate to per-
suade less committed countries
to join it on its mission.

Clear vision for 
effective action

Europe has gone a long way to-
wards deciding what ought to
be done. Our next task is to
find ways of putting these deci-
s ions into practice. The
demonstration programme
will be a vital tool in this pro-
cess. By applying the most ef-
fective strategies, we will gra-
dually restore the ecological
balance of our marine and
coastal zones, thereby ensu-
ring sustainable development in
the future. The creation of re-
liable and uniform evaluation
tools will greatly enhance the
coordination of all the parties
whose decision-making has an
impact on the way these
ecosystems evolve. Mean-
while, reliable data-banks and
effective instruments for data
exchange and comparison will
give the EU the information it
needs to ensure that its Mem-
ber States apply the agreed po-
lices and instruments effective-
ly. They will also enable it to

assert its rights in negotiations
with third countries involved in
these complex issues.

Local initiatives: getting
away from 

self-interest
It is generally understood
nowadays that the economic
future of our marine and coastal
regions is closely bound up with
the quality of their environ-
ment. As we have seen, though,
efforts to safeguard this quality
— improving bathing water, for
instance, or saving a particular
species of fish — do not always
mean that the people con-
cerned are willing to take part
in an overall approach to envi-
ronmental protection. For that
reason, many local initiatives,
usually taken with the best in-
tentions in the world, have end-
ed up harming the general in-
terest of the fragile and
vulnerable zones which border
our coasts. Too often, measures
to reduce one type of industrial
pollution have simply allowed
other problems to become es-
tablished.

Greater professionalism
and responsibility at sea
International marine transport is
clearly implicated in the problem
of marine and coastal pollution.
The huge oil-slicks that have
devastated parts of the Euro-
pean coastline over the past 20
years are simply the most spec-
tacular illustration of this phe-
nomenon. Emptying and cleaning
tanks offshore, unlicensed dump-
ing of waste and toxic products
and intensive fishing all testify to
the fact that many people see the
ocean as something that is there
to be used. And that when it
comes to waste products and
pollution, out of sight is out of
mind. Responsibility often lies
with badly trained or even un-
trained crews operating poorly
maintained ships under flags of
convenience. Europe has al-
ready acted (introducing naviga-
tion corridors, emergency sys-
tems, etc.) but the situation can
only really be dealt with at inter-
national level, through tighter
controls and stricter and prop-
erly enforced international rules.

Taking responsibility

The environmental quality of the coastal
zones principally depends on local initia-
tives.
(Coastal regions of the Highlands, Scot-
land)

MARINE AND COASTAL WATERS
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Risks and threats
In recent years there is recogni-
tion of the necessity to accept
the existence of a more exten-
sive scope for Civil Protection.
Naturally, the global develop-
ment and the vulnerability or
sensitivity of modern society is
the background to this. Even if
extensive integration within
modern societies, including
economic and technological de-
velopment, has increased the
ability to withstand and deal
with difficult situations, modern
development still involves in-
creasing risks. Accidents that
have not been foreseeable or
situations where sufficient pre-
paredness measures have not
been undertaken will occur. In
the words of Aristotle it is likely
that something unlikely will oc-
cur.

Disasters
The incidents in Europe affect-
ing the environment seriously
are well known for instance
those involving the tankers
Amoco Cadiz (230.000 tons of
oil), Aegean Sea, Braer and Sea
Empress, the Basel chemical ac-
cident with its consequences
for the Rhine, the dam incident
threatening the Donana Na-
tional Park, the release of a
chemical cloud containing diox-
ins at Seveso and the Chernobyl
accident. Some examples of se-
rious natural and technological
disasters and their effects, oth-
er than environmental damage,

are to be found in the table.
Civil Protection has to be pre-
pared for different types of seri-
ous emergencies.

Demands on Civil 
Protection

Most Member States within the
framework of their Civil Pro-
tection are redefining their as-
sessments of the environmental
risks and accidental threats, or
have already done so. The re-
quirements on Civil Protection
are being adjusted to meet and
correspond to these risks and
threats. There is also a general
demand to make the public ser-
vices more efficient by the best
possible use of available re-
sources in society and to be
prepared for all the different
types of serious emergencies.

ractical experience indicates clearly the environ-
mental risks and the threats that a modern society
is facing. Natural disasters have had serious effects
on the whole society in many European countries.
Fires pose a substantial threat and the technological
risks are growing. The protection of persons, envi-
ronment and property from such risks is a general
obligation for governments and a considerable chal-
lenge for Civil Protection.P

Facts and Trends

Environmental risks and threats to society 
from natural and technological disasters

ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS

Natural and technological disasters in the EU
1953 earthquakes in Ionian islands Greece, 455 dead, 4.400 injured, 27.700 buildings

damaged
1963 landslide and flooding in Vaiont-Longarone, Italy, 1.759 dead
1976 volcano eruption of the Soufrière, Guadeloupe, 70.000 evacuated
1980 earthquakes in Campania/Basilicata, Italy, 2.739 dead, 8.816 injured, 334.000

homeless

1953 tidal wave and flooding, Zeeland, Netherlands, 2.000 dead, 300.000 affected
1954 avalanche, Vorarlberg, Austria, 125 dead
1959 dam breakage (Malpasset dam), Fréjus, France, 421 dead
1962 tidal wave and floods, Hamburg, Germany, 400 dead, more than 100.000 affect-

ed
1962 flooding in Barcelona, Spain, 500 dead
1967 flooding due to rainstorm, Lisbon, Portugal, 500 dead, landslides, infrastructure

destroyed
1990 storms in Belgium, 19 dead

1967 department store fire (L’Innovation), Brussels, Belgium, 325 dead
1973 hotel. fire, Copenhagen, Denmark, 35 dead
1981 fire in a bar, Ireland, 48 dead, 214 injured
1985 forest fires, north of the Tejo and south of Douro river, Portugal, 14 dead
1990 ferry fire (Scandinavian Star), off Sweden, 158 dead, 30 injured

1976 explosion and fire in a chemical installation, Flixborough, United Kingdom, 28
dead

1978 explosion of a gas tank truck, San Carlos de la Rápida (Tarragona), Spain, 216
dead, several hundreds wounded

1985 release of oil during loading in the Port of Naples, Italy, 7 dead, 19 wounded,
2.300 evacuated

1987 explosion of road tanker holding 36.000 l of gasoline, Herborn, Germany, 5
dead, 38 injured

1992 plane crash into an Amsterdam
block of flats, Netherlands,
more than 50 dead

1994 ferry sinking (Estonia), off Fin-
land, 865 dead

1998 railway accident, Eschede, Ger-
many, 101 dead

* environmental risks and threats
to modern society are growing
* Civil Protection has considerable
increasing challenges
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Civil Protection
European cooperation in Civil
Protection has been developing
since 1985. The aim has been to
support and promote action by
Member States. The basic ob-
jectives are:

• To encourage and offer guid-
ance to national, regional and
local efforts in the field of di-
saster prevention, to help in
the training of Civil Protec-
tion personnel and to offer
assistance in the event of a
disaster. A variety of actions
provide measures to achieve
this objective such as ex-
change of experts, work-
shops for exchange of expe-
rience and pilot projects.

• To set up a permanent
framework for efficient and

rapid cooperation between
Member States in the event of
an emergency.

Regular simulation exercises in-
volving different Member States
are conducted with the support
of the Commission to test the
effectiveness of emergency
procedures using different real-
istic scenarios.

Much attention is devoted
within Community coopera-
tion on Civil Protection to in-
formation of the public in rela-
tion to accidents as well as
training of the public on appro-
priate action to be taken. As
many countries have involve-
ment of volunteers in Civil Pro-
tection, these issues are also
subject to Community cooper-
ation. To facilitate action by the
public in case of an accident, a
single emergency number 112
has been introduced for get-
ting necessary assistance from
the Civil Protection services in
all Member States.

Spills at Sea
A Community action plan al-
lows Member States to respond
more effectively to marine pol-
lution incidents involving spills
at sea of hydrocarbons or other
harmful substances. The pro-
gramme also creates the condi-

tions for mutual assistance and
effective cooperation and pro-
vides:

• A joint information system
ensuring that national emer-
gency teams have access to
current detailed information
on response capabilities,
properties and behaviour of
hydrocarbons etc.

• A training programme,
which gives national govern-
ments the qualified person-
nel, required to respond to
incidents and at the same
time fosters a spirit of coop-
eration between Member
States

• Pilot projects to develop
better anti-pollution tech-
nology.

The Commission and national
governments have been in-
volved and cooperated in the
response to a number of Ma-
rine pollution tanker incidents,
including the recent Sea Em-
press accident off the Welsh
coast in 1996, the wreckage of
the Braer in the Shetlands in
1993 and the grounding and fire
on the Aegean Sea in La Coruna
in 1992.

Major-Accident 
Hazards involving

Dangerous Substances
For hazardous, high-risk in-
dustrial activities previous le-
gislation tended to focus on
the protection of workers, the
quality of manufactured prod-
ucts and standards for air and
water pollution. The aim was
to a great extent to safeguard
normal operation. The 1982
Council Directive (SEVESO I)
is concerned with the preven-
tion of, preparedness for and
response to major accidents
involving dangerous sub-
stances. Following a funda-
mental review a new Directive
(SEVESO II) has entered into
force in February 1997.

The Community has taken significant action in response to
the serious incidents that have occurred but also to im-
prove preparedness. Programmes for promoting and sup-
porting the ability of Member States in respect to Civil Pro-
tection policies have been introduced. Further actions are
for instance pilot projects to develop better technology for
emergencies. In the area of the control of major-accident
hazards involving dangerous substances, Community legis-
lation has been introduced. After the Chernobyl accident
the Community has undertaken significant action to pre-
vent similar disasters and improve the emergency pre-
paredness and response measures but has also assisted in
improving the safety of Soviet-built reactors.

Europe in action

A new concept for facing the risks

The effectiveness of any evacuation
plan has to be tested using simulated
emergencies.

ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS
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The new Directive builds upon
the existing Directive, but sim-
plifies the scope and adds new
requirements related to safety
management systems, land-
use planning, emergency plan-
ning, information to the public
and inspection by the national
public authorities. The Direc-
tive is applicable to establish-
ments, which are defined as
the whole area under the con-
trol of an operator where dan-
gerous substances over certain
threshold levels are present in
one or more installations, in-
cluding common or related in-
frastructures or activities.

The general obligation in the
Directive is that an operator
must take all necessary mea-
sures to prevent major acci-
dents and, in case of such an
accident, to limit its conse-
quences and to be able to
prove, at any time, that he has
taken all these measures. All
operators are obliged to have
a major-accident prevention
policy. For establishments in
which dangerous substances
are present in quantities above
a higher threshold level there
are more requirements such
as to produce a safety report
that has to be examined by the
competent authorit ies and
that must demonstrate a l l
measures undertaken. I t
should be noted that radiolog-
ical emergencies continue to
be dealt with under separate
Euratom provisions (see be-
low).

The SEVESO II Directive also
contains a requirement for
Member States to report to the
Commission all accidents and
to provide a more detailed anal-
ysis of an accident in a report.
The accident information is
gathered in a Major-Accident
Reporting System (MARS)
which has been established in
the Major Accident Hazard Bu-
reau (MAHB) at the Joint Re-
search Centre (JRC) in Ispra,
Italy.

Radiological 
Emergencies

The 1957 Euratom Treaty,
which created the European
Atomic Energy Community, set
out to ‘establish safety condi-
tions that will reduce the threat
to citizens’ lives and health’. A
directive, which has been up-
dated successively, was duly in-
troduced in 1959 to protect
workers and the population at
large from the dangers to health
resulting from ionising radia-
tion. That directive has been
regularly revised to reflect the
evolution of knowledge and the
approach to risk, the most re-
cent revision being in 1996.

The European Community ’s
immediate response to the
Chernobyl accident in 1986 was
to take steps to protect its citi-
zens from the consequences of
the accident. It also re-exam-
ined its procedures for prevent-
ing similar disasters in its own
territory and reviewed and in-
troduced new measures to be
carried out if such an incident
did actually occur, including a
Community information sys-
tem.

Throughout the process of po-
litical and economical reform in
the former Soviet Union, the
European Community has ac-
tively helped the authorities in
the Ukraine, Belarus and the
Russian Federation to deal with

the aftermath of the Chernobyl
accident. While its main focus
has been on improving the safe-
ty of Soviet-built reactors in
Eastern Europe, permanently
sealing off the Chernobyl plant
and providing direct aid to the
victims of the accident, it has
also sought to improve pre-
paredness for accidents.

Cumulative deposition of 
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• Civil Protection programmes for
promotion and supporting
Member States are implemented

• Community support actions are
conducted to deal with spills at
sea

• All necessary accident preven-
tion and mitigation measures
are required at industrial esta-
blishments dealing with dange-
rous substances

• Any citizen in Europe can in an
emergency call the one single
number for assistance 112
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Action Programme
Within the Community Actions
Programme on Civil Protec-
tion, contributing to the pro-
tection of persons, environ-
ment and property in the event
of a natural or technological
disaster, a rolling plan is imple-
mented with the intention of
supporting and supplementing
Member States’ efforts and
their actions on national, re-
gional and local levels. The aim
is also to facilitate Civil Protec-
t ion cooperation between
Member States in the preven-
tion, preparedness and res-
ponse to accidents.

Accidental Marine 
Pollution

As a consequence of the seri-
ous incidents involving marine
pollution that have occurred,
the Member States have since

many years been cooperating
in this area and have esta-
blished ability to respond to
the incidents. However, no
Member State has resources
enough to deal with a major oil
spill on its own. Mutual use of
available resources is therefore
a necessity.

In support of the Member
States the Community has de-
veloped an Action Plan and the
Commission is playing a role of
significant importance in this
area. One instrument is the
Community Task Force, which
can provide assistance utilising
experts drawn from the diffe-
rent Member States. A propos-
al for a Framework for Dealing
with Accidental Marine Pollu-
tion is being considered to en-
able improved systematic and
consolidated action.

Natural Disasters
The risks and threats posed by
natural disasters have a tenden-
cy to increase. The combination
of this and the vulnerability of
modern society calls for a more
extensive use of risk assessment
as well as improved preventive
and preparedness measures.
The community takes an active
role in promoting development
and facilitating assistance in case
of natural disasters.

However, each Member State is
responsible for such actions, in-
cluding the implementation of
land-use planning and develop-
ment mechanisms, required for
the reduction of effects from
natural disasters. In 1953, for in-
stance, Northern Europe suf-
fered violent coastal flooding
which cost many lives. The
States affected later introduced
a system of coastal defences and
preventative features like the
Delta Plan and the Thames Bar-
rage. Projects like this often re-
quire a cross-border approach.

Taking responsibility

Will the ‘Delta Plan’ resist rising sea levels
such as are feared for the coming century?
(The Delta Plan, the Netherlands)

ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS

The authorities in each Member States are responsible for
the conduct of Civil Protection within its territory. In re-
cent years the use of risk assessment as a basis for under-
taking both preventive and preparedness measures has
been introduced and come into general practice. However,
environmental risks and threats to society also call for con-
tinued efforts to develop and adapt resources to cover new
requirements.

Development to cover the new challenges

• each Member State is responsible for the
conduct of Civil Protection within its own
territory

• risk assessment is an instrument for pre-
vention and preparedness measures

• cooperation is well established for dealing
with cases of accidental marine pollution

• for the reduction of the effects of natural
disasters mechanisms such as landuse
planning are used
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Making soil is a long-term
proposition. It takes between
1,000 and 10,000 years to cre-
ate just 30 cm of earth. To all in-
tents and purposes, therefore,
soil is very much a non-renew-
able resource.

Pollution 
and contamination

It is only recently that we have
begun to appreciate the impor-
tance of soil. Because it is static,
it is the ideal receptacle for a
great many pollutants, which
build up in the earth until it is
saturated. Soil acts as a staging
post in the secret life of certain
heavy metals, sustaining their
toxic impact on every link of the
food chain.

Soil pollution has a variety of
causes, from acid deposits and
excessive use of fertilisers and
pesticides to the storage and
dumping of materials on indus-
trial sites, the disposal of do-
mestic and industrial waste and
nuclear contamination. The vul-
nerability of soils also depends
on their specific character.
Some function better than oth-
ers as buffers or filters between
the surface and the groundwa-
ter layer.

Can we afford 
to clean up?

The cost of dealing with sites
requiring urgent decontami-
nation was estimated in 1988
at ECU 27 billion over a 15-
year period. This translates
into ECU 5 per citizen per

year. With a price-tag l ike
that,  i t  is  t ime we started
thinking very seriously about
prevention. Hence the need
for a careful balance between
exploitation and protection of
the soil.

Erosion
Soil erosion is a natural phe-
nomenon caused by water and
air and is especially prevalent in
the Mediterranean region. It
can, however, be accelerated
by deforestation and inappro-
priate agricultural practices.
The cost of erosion, including

the loss of water resources, re-
duced agricultural output and
flood damage, has been esti-
mated at ECU 280 million a
year. The cost of restoring plant
cover and the fertility of the soil
has been calculated at around
ECU 3 billion over a period of
15-20 years.

Soil is an ecosystem.
Some 18 to 40 tons of earth a year are
digested by 4 tons of worms per
hectare of soil. Subterranean flora and
fauna transform organic matter into
humus and mix it with minerals. They
also aerate the soil, which benefits
plant life.

oil is far more than an inanimate base on which human
beings can develop their economic activities. It is a
complete ecosystem in itself. The inhabitants of this
dark world range from bacteria to fungus and from
worms to small mammals.S

Facts and Trends

Living earth
Erosion and pollution are the
main problems affecting soil
quality in Europe. The quality
of soil as a natural resource
has deteriorated alarmingly
more or less throughout the
EU.

SOIL
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Which soil?
’Soil protection’ refers to a wide
variety of soil types, irres-
pective of the specific use to
which they are put. Soil is a
complex and dynamic system,
the vulnerability of which de-
pends on its specific character
(sandy, moist, acid, clayey,
silty, etc.) and its ability to
store up or filter pollutants.
Rather than talking about ‘pro-
tecting’ these dynamic, com-
plex and heterogeneous
ecosystems, it is better to fo-
cus on their specific use (agri-
culture, forestry, industry) and
the problems that arise from
this use.

Acidification
The main cause of soil acidifica-
tion is atmospheric and comes
from the burning of fossil fuels
and industrial emissions. Its im-
pact on soil is not visible to the
naked eye. In forests, for in-
stance, the tops of trees (the
canopy) acts as a filter, concen-
trating toxic products like alu-
minium.

The main threat acidification
poses to soil is the contamina-
tion of surface and groundwa-
ter, which has serious implica-
tions for aquatic life and for our
drinking water reserves. In the
long run, some soils gradually
lose their buffering capacity,
accelerating the passage of
heavy metals into the ground-
water. Acidification also re-
duces the fertility of soil but
this can be offset using fertilis-
ers. The filtration capacity of
the soil, by contrast, cannot be
restored.

The European Community has
worked hard to reduce toxic
emissions, whether industrial
in orig in or caused by the
burning of fuel. The Commis-
sion adopted a draft frame-
work directive in 1993 de-
signed to prevent pollution

from large industrial plants and
to reduce their general envi-
ronmental impact. The strate-
gy to be pursued involves
adapting industrial plants to
reduce emission levels. As far
as fuels are concerned, the
Community has already intro-
duced legislation to reduce
emissions from diesel motors.
Other directives meanwhile,
target the sulphur and lead
emitted by vehicle engines and
by industry and waste inciner-
ators.

Agriculture
Certain farming methods can
cause a significant number of
environmental problems — es-
pecially those affecting soil.
Erosion, which effects the en-
tire planet, can be increased by
ploughing parallel to slopes,
neglecting hedgerows or ter-
race cultivation, increasing
field sizes, using machines that
are too heavy and compact the
soil and the late sowing of win-
ter cereals. Increased erosion
can only be combated by
adopting appropriate farming
practices.

Modern agriculture has had to
become more intensive to
meet the demands of a steadi-
ly growing population. Pesti-
cides and nitrogenous fertilis-
ers cannot be used, however,
without some risk to soi l ,
groundwater and even the cul-
tivation they are supposed to
promote.

The ‘Nitrates Directive’ in
1991, introduced an agricul-
tural code of practice with
the aim of reducing nitrate
use. The practice of spread-
ing pur i f icat ion s ludge on
fields is covered by a direc-
tive, which regulates the level
of heavy metals permitted in
the soil. Finally, although pes-
ticide use as such is not yet
controlled at European level,
it is still affected by a direc-

tive, which established per-
missible pesticide levels in
drinking water.

Industrial pollution
Industrial activity, present or
past, often results in localised
soil pollution. The most fre-
quently encountered pollu-
tants include metals, chemi-
cals, oil and tar, pesticides,
explosive gases, radioactive
materials, active biological
matter and asbestos. They are
produced by industry and by
dumping — legal or other-
wise.

In the mid-1980s, the Euro-
pean Community began to
draw up a list of contaminated
s ites.  Around 25% of  the
200,000 hectares identified
had been used for metal or
coal production. The cost of
restoring these sites has been
calculated at over ECU 100
billion. What’s more, the situ-
ation in Eastern Europe is like-
ly to be every bit as bad, if not
worse. We urgently have to
find a balance between afford-
able decontamination and ad-
dress ing the health r isks
posed by the current situa-
tion.

Radioactive 
contamination

Throughout the world, all soils
contain radioact ive sub-
stances. The typical average
concentrations of potassium
40 is about 300 bequerel per
kilogram, the average concen-
trations of uranium 238 and
thorium 232 are about 40 be-
querel per kilogram for each
radionuclide.

Radionuclides in the soil can
lead to the exposure of man to
ionising radiation via direct irra-
diation from the ground and ra-
dionuclides accumulated in
some food chains. This became
of concern in the fifties and the
sixties, as a consequence of the
deposition by atmospheric test

Europe in action

SOIL
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of atomic weapons. Most of
such tests took place between
1948 and 1963.

The 1957 Treaty establishing
the European Atomic Energy
Community, the Euratom
Treaty, requires, in its Article
35, Member States to establish
the facilities necessary to carry
out continuous monitoring of
the levels of radioactivity in the
air, water and soil, and to en-
sure compliance with the Euro-
pean Community Basic Safety
Standards.

The explosion of the Chernobyl
reactor on 26 April 1986 and
the subsequent fire, which last-
ed for about two weeks, caused
severe contamination of three
large territories, mainly what
are now the three independent
republics of Belarus, Russia and
Ukraine.

As a consequence of the acci-
dent, many people were evac-
uated and hectares of agricul-
tural, natural and semi-natural

land were completely restric-
ted from use. Cooperative
programmes involving institu-
tions and scientists from the
European Union and from the
most affected republics were
set up to study the behaviour
and the transfer of radionu-
clides in the contaminated en-
vironment. Management sys-
tems were developed for
mitigating the effect of the
contamination.

Former open fields, Slagelse, Sjæl-
land, eastern Denmark. Organic mat-
ter is vital to the balance of the soil. It
retains water, acts as a nutrient re-
serve and forms a chemical buffer. In-
tensive cultivation can reduce organic
matter and diminish overall biological
activity and diversity. One way of ad-
dressing these problems is to incor-
porate fallow periods in the rotation
plan and to replace stubble burning
with burial. Europe’s policy of en-
couraging fallow periods can only
benefit farmland.

SOIL
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Member states
Up to now, soil protection poli-
cies have concentrated on
maintaining fertility (essentially
for the benefit of agriculture
and forestry), protecting water
reserves and preventing the
damage inflicted by human eco-
nomic activity (industry and
waste disposal).

Some countries (Austria, Italy,
the Netherlands and Switzer-
land) already have laws which
place the emphasis on soil as
such and on the causes of soil
degradation, such as overgraz-
ing. The oldest laws of this kind
are undoubtedly those de-
signed to reduce soil erosion
(Iceland, 1895). In more recent
years, legislation has been pro-
duced to control soil pollution.
The Netherlands and Den-
mark, meanwhile, have passed
laws requiring the clean-up of
polluted sites.

Even so, it is still unusual for
other forms of soil degradation
to be taken into account. Legis-
lators face the difficulty that,
unlike air or water, soil actually
belongs to someone. As envi-
ronmental law stands at pre-
sent, soil protection has to be
negotiated between the re-
sponsible authorities and the
owners or occupants.

International 
cooperation

Analysis of soil degradation and
pollution reveals the need for
national and international action
to protect it. Some problems
extend across frontiers and can
only be dealt with if all the
countries involved work to-
gether. This is particularly the
case with toxic substances of at-
mospheric origin. Several pro-
grammes in this field have been
initiated in Europe, involving
the OECD, the Council of Eu-
rope, UNEP, and other organi-
sations.

Outlook
Soil protection policy in the fu-
ture will have to take fuller ac-
count of the ‘multifunctionality’
principle. This is already the
case in the Netherlands, Ger-
many and Switzerland, where
soil is not only considered in
terms of how it can be exploit-
ed. After all, soils are not just

distinguished by their use, but
also by the specific way in which
they respond to the different
problems. Taking account of
the vulnerability of the soil
when planning land use would
minimise the impact of human
activities.

Experts agree that the first thing
we need to do is to gain a better
understanding of the problem
and its causes and effects. We
don’t even have a complete list
of contaminated sites in Europe.
Once the problems have been
established and the trends iden-
tified, we will be able to set up
monitoring networks for vulner-
able soils and to develop effec-
tive protection methods. For the
time being, finally, we have to
protect soil from permanent
damage and only to use it for
purposes that are reversible.
The precaution principle is the
first step towards taking fuller
account of the suitability and vul-
nerability of soil.

Soil quality could continue
to deteriorate in the future,
in spite of the programmes
initiated by Member States.
Environmental policies and
soil protection measures still
have only limited objectives
and we lack the information
we need to form a complete
picture of the current situa-
tion. The absence of Com-
munity policy in this particu-
lar  f ie ld is  due to the
principle of subsidiarity.

Deprived from vegetal coverage, the
soil isn’t protected any longer from wind
and rain erosion.

Taking responsibility

SOIL
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This natural wealth is not dis-
tributed evenly across Europe.
There are fewer species in
Northern Europe, for instance,
which was covered in ice until
10,000 years ago. The Mediter-
ranean basin, by contrast, is
teeming with plants, many of
them specific to that region.
The small French Département
of Alpes Maritimes alone boasts
more species of flowering plant
(2,500) than the whole of the
United Kingdom, which is 100
times its size.

Humans have been reshaping
the countryside for thousands
of years, clearing forests, culti-
vating the soil, draining marsh-
es,  a lter ing the course of
rivers, excavating mines, laying
roads and building towns. Our
environment is becoming in-
creasingly artificial. Many ani-
mals and plants have had to
seek refuge in areas that are
not attractive to humans. But
even these natural enclaves
are under increasing threat.
Rare natural habitats are dete-
riorating, while others have
total ly  disappeared under
growing pressure from human
activities. As people have al-
tered their environment, they
have increasingly jeopardised
the fragile balance of nature on
which we depend — the com-
position of the air we breathe,
the CO2 which is processed by
plants, the purity of our water,
which filters through the soil,
and the entire balance of a
food chain in which we are

merely the final link. We share
the natural stage with other
species and habitats. As we ap-
proach the end of the 20th
century, the review of our per-
formance, whether in terms of
habitats or species, is scathing.
Habitats are fragmenting and
becoming rarer. They are less
and less able to harbour
wildlife. And as small popula-
tions become increasingly iso-
lated, they can no longer main-
tain the links they need to
ensure vital genetic exchange.
The number of plant and ani-
mal species threatened with
extinction is growing all the
time.

Species facing 
extinction

Animals and plants interact
closely with the environments
on which they depend. Species
have always appeared and dis-
appeared naturally or following
catastrophic events such as
volcanic eruptions or an en-
croaching ice age. For the past
10,000 years, however, the
main agent of change has been
humanity, which has constantly
created new ecological condi-
tions. The result has been an
alarming reduction in the num-
ber of animal and plant species
more or less throughout Eu-
rope. In the case of localised
species, disappearance from a
given region is synonymous
with extinction.

The brown bear of the Pyre-
nees, for instance, only a few
of which remain, looks
doomed to disappear, despite a
recent, limited attempt at rein-
troduction.

We don’t inherit the earth, but
we do need to preserve it for
our children. For that reason,
we urgently need to protect
our fragile and threatened her-
itage. Nature knows nothing
of walls or frontiers and so it
has to be protected on a glob-
al and supranational basis. Eu-
rope’s actions are based en-
tirely on recognition of this
fact.

urope may be the second smallest continent, but
from the Atlantic plains to the Russian Steppes and
from Lapland to the Mediterranean, it is home to an
immense variety of ecosystems, both natural and
semi-natural. These include increasingly rare exam-
ples of forests, peat bogs and marshlands that have
so far been untouched by human activity. Others,
such as grasslands, lakes, rivers, marine ecosystems,
mountains, deserts, tundra, dunes and cliffs form a
palette of landscapes and environments that nur-
ture an abundance of plant and animal varieties,
some of which aren’t found anywhere else.E

Facts and Trends

Our fragile and threatened heritage

• Big carnivore species
(brown bear, wolf, lynx)
have disappeared since
centuries from most of
central and Western coun-
tries;

• Between a third and half of
all European fish, reptiles,
mammals and amphibians
are under threat;

• The total area of protect-
ed sites in Europe has
tripled since 1972. Many of
these are small or frag-
mented, however, and are
not effectively protected
for want of money or per-
sonnel.

In Europe, the brown bear is threat-
ened by extinction.
(Brown bear — Ursus arctos)

NATURE AND WILDLIFE
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Several trends can be identified
in the development of Euro-
pean nature conservation poli-
cies in recent years. There has
been a movement:
• From the protection of

species towards the protec-
tion of habitats;

• From the protection of
species and habitats towards
the protection of the natural
processes on which they de-
pend;

• From nature protection as a
self-contained exercise to-
wards the integration of na-
ture conservation as a stan-
dard feature of
environmental planning and
management in every sector
of the economy;

• From local or national pro-
grammes towards coordi-
nated programmes of inter-
national cooperation, and

• From the conservation of na-
ture for its aesthetic and sci-
entif ic value towards a
recognition of the eco-sys-
tems, species and biodiversi-
ty that are required for sus-
tainable development.

Species and habitats
Since 1979, the Birds Direc-
tive has imposed a duty on
Member States to protect the
habitats of their wild bird pop-
ulations. All wild bird species
are protected under this di-
rective. Hunting is allowed for
certain species but only under
controlled conditions. There is
a particular obligation to desig-
nate special protection areas
for 181 rare and vulnerable
species as well as for migrato-
ry birds (nearly 1700 sites cov-
ering 110 000 Km2   to date).
Experts, however, agree that
an area twice as large would
be needed to create a network
capable of sustaining migrato-
ry species.
The Habitats Directive, adopt-
ed in 1992, the year of the Rio

summit on the environment
and development, is the main
Community instrument safe-
guarding biodiversity. It broad-
ens the scope for nature pro-
tection to other species and
includes the conservation of
habitats as an objective in its
own right for the first time.
The major challenge of this di-
rective is the creation of the
European ecological network
of natural areas, called ‘Natura
2000’. All areas designated un-
der the Birds Directive also
form part of the Natura 2000
network.

Natura 2000, 
the European 

Ecological Network
Each Member State is responsi-
ble for identifying and propos-
ing as Special Areas of Conser-
vation sites, which are
important for the protection of
the species and habitats cov-
ered by the Directive. These
areas will benefit from statutory
or contractual measures and,
where appropriate, manage-

ment plans that will ensure their
long-term preservation by inte-
grating human activities into a
sustainable development strat-
egy.
Each Member State can choose
the mechanisms it uses to par-
ticipate in this joint enterprise.
The Commission is helping to
set up the network and ensure
that the common goals become
reality.

Nature and agriculture
go hand in hand

The fragmentation and shrink-
age of habitats is having the ef-
fect of isolating populations
from one another. This phe-
nomenon is known as ’insulari-
sation’ and results in genetic im-
poverishment and ultimately
the extinction of populations as
they are forced to breed
amongst themselves. The solu-
tion is to enable habitats to
communicate with one another
by means of wider countryside
measures. This allows threat-
ened species to circulate and to
escape the trap of insularisa-
tion.

Europe must also take full ac-
count of nature conservation
nowadays in its economic de-
velopment schemes. It is ac-
knowledged, for instance,
that certain EU measures,
particularly agricultural policy,
have had a direct and some-
t imes harmful  impact  on
wildlife. From now on, Euro-
pean projects should respect
those habitats and species
designated as important by
the Birds and Habitats Direc-
tives.

Europe in action

Nature and Europe go back a long way

The peregrine
falcon perches
at the top of
the food chain,
where i t  has

suffered from the accumulation of
toxic residues in its prey resulting
from the large-scale use of insecti-
cides since the 1950s. A ban on
organochlorines (which damages
egg-shells) has helped the popula-
tion of this predator to begin grow-
ing again. But other threats like
poachers and collectors still hang
over the heads of these regal crea-
tures.

Peregrine
falcon

NATURE AND WILDLIFE
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International actions
The European Community
plays an active part in the
drafting and implementation of
international conventions on
the environment. International
actions of this kind take the
form of treat ies or pro-
grammes embracing the

whole world or focusing on
specific regions.
The initiatives in which Europe is
involved notably includes the
CITES Convention on trade in en-
dangered species, the Berne
Convention, which aims to pro-
tect wildlife and natural habitats in
Europe and the Bonn Convention
on migratory species and, more
recently, the Rio Convention on

biodiversity which inspired the
EU biodiversity strategy.
Finally, by emphasising the im-
portance of nature in its legisla-
tion, Europe is displaying a new
recognition of the value of our
natural heritage. Thereby, the
Community is demonstrating to
its neighbours a real commit-
ment to efficient nature conser-
vation.

Biogeographic Regions
(Council Directive 92/43/EEC)

NATURE AND WILDLIFE

Mediterranean
Macaronesian
Alpine
Atlantic
Continental
Boreal



112

National action
Member States and regions did
not wait for Europe to act.
They began by granting pro-
tected status to species threat-
ened by farming methods,
shooting and collection, before
extending this protection to
sites viewed as exemplary habi-
tats. These nature reserves vary
widely in terms of both size and
the degree of protection they
offer.
Member States should translate
European Directives into their
own national law. The Birds and
Habitats Directives have placed
a duty on them to develop new
protection measures.

Habitats are also being protect-
ed by incorporating important
sites in networks and by taking
full account of nature when
drafting policies in other sectors
like agriculture, transport and
energy. Member States and lo-
cal authorities can do a great
deal to protect and promote
their natural heritage by em-
phasising it in their economic
strategy and at all levels of town
and country planning. The aim
of European Union policy is to
ensure that nature protection is
given its rightful place amongst

the priorities of every political
decision-maker, from the draft-
ing of regional economic devel-
opment plans to the issuing of a
simple building permit.

AEuropeA
European policy on nature con-
servation has to contend with
both a plethora of local initia-
tives (nature reserves, protect-
ed species, etc.) and a critical
lack of data. Strategies, regula-
tions and actions to protect na-
ture in the future will lack direc-
tion unless we have comparable
information concerning the
state of eco-systems, species
and the results of protective
measures that have already
been taken locally. The creation
of a European Environment
Agency based in Copenhagen
ought to provide the European
Community with an effective
tool in this field.

ACitizensA
Many non-governmental organ-
isations have done a great deal
of remarkable work over the
years, gathering information on
species, maintaining reserves
and raising public and govern-

ment awareness of environ-
mental problems. We would
know considerably less about
nature without these enthusias-
tic ornithologists, botanists and
naturalists who have been con-
tributing to our scientif ic
knowledge for generations. In-
dividual citizens might worry
that on their own they can con-
tribute little more than a love
and understanding of nature,
and that decision-making is
something that goes on above
their heads. Surely they can do
little more than recycle their
refuse and buy environmentally
friendly products? In reality, you
don’t have to be an expert to
promote nature. Anyone can
do so by creating a natural gar-
den, a pond or a little pocket of
greenery which — even in the
middle of the city — can act as
a way-station for birds and but-
terflies or as a home for some
native plant. In this way, citizens
can provide natural oases that
will contribute to nature pro-
tection everywhere in the
Community.

‘La Camargue’ is a regional nature park
where the most sensible area is classi-
fied as a nature reserve.
(‘Etang de Vaccarès’, Camargue –
France)

Taking responsibility

NATURE AND WILDLIFE
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Biodiversity basically refers to all
the different varieties and forms
of life. It breaks down into three
levels — diversity of ecosys-
tems, species and genes. In Eu-
rope alone, there are an estimat-
ed 2,500 types of habitat or
ecosystems and 215,000
species, 90% of which are inver-
tebrates. As for genetic diversity,
the numbers involved are quite
simply staggering, especially if
we take account of all the poten-
tial gene combinations.
If biodiversity simply meant ‘all
forms of life’, however, it would
be synonymous with ‘bio-
sphere’. There’s more to it than
that. Biodiversity is a property
of the living world — a genetic
reservoir that enables it to
evolve and adapt constantly. In
short, it is the net result of
three billion years of evolution.

Life itself is running
out steam

People are becoming aware
nowadays of the impact their
activities have on their sur-
roundings, particularly the living
world. The rise of agriculture
led to the creation and manage-
ment of new environments and
actually added to biodiversity.
Humans created clearings,

grazing land and hedgerows, all
of them opportunities that have
been gratefully exploited by
countless plant and animal
species.

And so it remained until very
recently. In our own time, how-
ever, changes in agricultural
practice (monoculture, fertilis-
ers, pesticides and so forth)
have joined a whole series of
other human environmental
pressures, from the pollution of
the air, water and soil, to urban-
isation and mass tourism. The
economic imperatives of our
society care little for the value
and role of biodiversity.

Urgent need
Since Rio ’92, everyone is
aware that we are suffering a
global loss of biodiversity and

that we urgently need to slow
down this process. The reasons
for acting are, however, both
numerous and diverse, reflect-
ing the complexity of the sub-
ject. In one sense, biodiversity is
a resource (in terms of agricul-
ture, animal husbandry and
pharmaceuticals) that has to be
preserved if we are to have a

useful stock capable of meeting
our future needs. Biodiversity is
also relevant to the field of ge-
netic manipulation. This is an
area with an immense future,
but whether this will prove pos-
itive or negative depends very
much on what we choose to do
with it.

As far as ‘natural’ biodiversity is
concerned, solving the problem
will also require measures to
protect ecosystems and species
and the setting up of a network
of sites to promote genetic ex-
change. Most institutions and
states have already acknowl-
edged the vital need to incorpo-
rate these ideas in the sectors
implicated in biodiversity loss,
such as agriculture, transport
and energy. In fact, the problem
touches every field of human
activity. The complexity of the
solutions matches that of the
problem, but the first step we
have to make is an intellectual
one. Before we can do anything
else, we have to learn to view
the earth’s living riches not only
as a resource for humanity, but
above all as a unique heritage to
be protected.

iodiversity has been a fashionable idea ever since
the spotlight fell on it during the Rio Earth Sum-
mit in June 1992. As with all fashions, however,
there is a danger that people will eventually get
bored with it. To make matters worse, ‘biodi-
versity’ is frequently mixed up with ‘nature’ or
‘environment’. In reality, it is much more com-
plex than that.B

Facts and Trends

Planet Earth - the new Ark

Distribution of higher plants by conti-
nent. Source : IUCN.

The beauty often goes together with
the ecological richness of a biotope.
(Cordillera Cantábrica, Spain)

CONTINENT/REGION PLANT NUMBER

Latin America (Mexico through S America) 85.000
Tropical & subtropical Africa 45.000
Tropical & subtropical Asia 50.000
Australia 15.000
North America 17.000
Europe 12.500

BIODIVERSITY
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Abundant life
Despite its relatively small
surface area and the fact that
part of its territory was com-
pletely covered in ice barely
ten thousand years ago, Eu-
rope presents naturalists with
a huge variety of landscapes,
ecosystems and species, many
of which are endemic (not
found elsewhere). The level
of biodiversity in the North is
not so high because of its rel-
atively recent glaciation, and
so the main nuclei are located
in the Mediterranean basin,
the Atlantic islands and the
terr i tor ies  lead ing to the
foothills of the Caucasus. Eu-
rope boasts roughly 5,000 en-
demic varieties of plants, al-
though many of these exist in
more than one Member State.
Consequent ly,  protect ing
them entails cross-border co-
operation. At the same time,
a great many domesticated
plants and the genetic materi-
al they contain come from
countries other than those
where they are cultivated to-
day. All the more reason for
formulating an international
policy in this field.

The enemies 
of biodiversity

Many human activities inflict
irreversible damage on key
habitats for certain insects,
small mammals and wild plants
which are deemed unprof-
itable and hence undesirable.
Biodiversity is damaged for ex-
ample by:
— The canalisation of rivers

and the destruction of river-
banks.

— Intensive agriculture and
the use of pesticides.

— The increasing uniformity of
the agricultural landscape
(disappearance of
hedgerows and copses).

— The draining of marches
and wetlands.

Alternative practices have now
been proposed to farmers and

foresters in the hope of recon-
ciling economic development
with the need to promote bio-
diversity.

Legislating on a brand
new concept

The European Community ap-
proved the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity signed in Rio in
June 1992. The aims of the

convention are to preserve bio-
logical diversity, to engage in the
sustainable use of its elements
and to ensure the fair distribu-
tion of the benefits arising from
the exploitation of genetic re-
sources. Although these objec-
tives may seem clear enough,
the way in which they are to be
achieved is very complex. The

Community Biodiversity Strate-
gy, adopted in February 1998,
defines how these objectives
are to be achieved by the Euro-
pean Community. This strategy
focuses on the integration of
biodiversity concerns into the
development and implementa-
tion of relevant Community
policies and instruments.

Genetic manipulation
In this entirely new field, whose
commercial, medical and envi-
ronmental implications remain
difficult to predict, the Commu-
nity has chosen to legislate in
such a way as to protect the
health of its citizens and the en-
vironment, but also to create a
single unified market for
biotechnology.

Agriculture 
and biodiversity

Incorporating biodiversity in
other European policies will
also become a priority, particu-
larly with respect to the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy. This
has already been the case as far
as nature conservation is con-
cerned since the reform of the
CAP in 1992 (2078/92). More
recently, Member States have
undertaken to promote ‘green’

Europe in action

The fragile balance 
of biodiversity

‘The di f ferent species that
make up an ecosystem may be
compared with the countless
rivets, all apparently the same,
that  g ive an aeroplane i ts
strength. If we were to spring
those rivets, one by one, there
would not be an immediate
catastrophe. Sooner or later,
however, disaster would in-
evitably strike.’ Erlich & Erlich,
1981.

The destiny of the seatrout and the
horse are in the hands of man.
(Ireland)

BIODIVERSITY



115

agricultural practices. Local
programmes have emerged to
encourage less ‘aggressive’ and
environmentally harmful farm-
ing. These new programmes
are long-term in character.
They aim to reduce the level of
soil enrichment and to manage
the environment in a way that
conserves nature. Measures of
this kind were successfully in-
troduced in 1994 and even be-
fore in certain countries (UK,
Germany, Netherlands).

One way to promote biodiver-
sity in agriculture is to support
the production of the kind of
old or local varieties that have
gradually been disappearing
from the market, where they
have been replaced by standard
products.

Forestry 
and biodiversity

Financial support is offered for
the reforestation and manage-
ment of woodland areas. Com-
mercial forestry is encouraged,
of course, but the planting of
several different varieties is en-
couraged, as is sustainable man-
agement, to avoid the negative
side-effects of monoculture.

Action on all fronts
The battle for biodiversity has
to be fought in the many differ-
ent sectors that threaten it.
Ecosystems and species suffer
from air, water and soil pollu-
tion and from the intensity of
many economic activities. If we
are to shield a greater area from
human activities (barely
2,000,000 km2 are currently
protected) and to reduce the
damage inflicted on all levels of
life, we have to act in all sectors
(agriculture, forestry, transport,
energy, tourism and finance)
and to address the problems of
regional development, soil ero-
sion, desertification, air and wa-
ter pollution. The complexity of
the task facing us is clear, as is
the need for a ‘multidisci-
plinary’ approach to solving it.

The example of the Loire 
‘Europe’s last untamed river’ 

Haute-Loire, France

The Loire rises in the Massif Central and flows a thousand
kilometres to the sea. In the process, it drains 20 % of all
French waters. Many birds, plants and invertebrates,
some of which are rare or vulnerable, have found a refuge
in its alluvial plain, formed by canals, oxbow lakes, islands
and sandbanks. Salmon, which are a migratory species,
have suffered badly from pollution and the construction
of barrages. Nowadays, only one tributary (the Allier) re-

ma ins  access ib le  to  sa lmon,  whose  popu la t ion  has
dropped to a mere 10 % of what it once was. In addition
to barrages, the Loire’s ecosystem has also had to con-
tend with sand extraction and the impact of intensive
agriculture on its plain.

The Loire is now protected by several programmes in-
cluding the Berne Convention and the Ramsar Conven-
tion, which led to the cancellation of two barrage pro-
j e c t s .  T h a n k s  t o  t h e  E u r o p e a n  U n i o n ’ s  L I F E
programme, eight conservation projects have been set
up along the Loire and the Allier. The aim of these pro-
jects is to conserve the river ’s biological wealth and
the quality of its water. At the same time, we stil l need
to raise people ’s awareness to allow sustainable use of
the river and its resources. Reconcil ing development
with nature conservation is another way of promoting
biodiversity.

Source: M. Rautkari, WWF.
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Countries
Each country that has signed
the Rio Convention has under-
taken to develop strategies and
action plans. As far as the law is
concerned, this also includes
regulating access to genetic re-
sources, intellectual property
rights and technology transfers.
From the economic point of
view, it is useful to consider bio-
diversity in terms of the eco-
nomic utility of its preservation.
A shift in viewpoint of this kind
would highlight the importance
of biodiversity as a resource and
lend it additional weight as an
economic asset. From the clas-
sic viewpoint of nature protec-
tion, conservation measures
ought to reflect the need to act
at the core of each sector (ener-
gy, agriculture, transport and
planning). The application of
green farming practices is very
much a step in the right direc-
tion. These reduce inputs and
lessen the burden on our
aquifers and protect environ-
ments like hedgerows, copses
and peat bogs that encourage
wildlife. However, after years of
an agricultural policy that was
geared towards self-sufficiency
in food, it won’t be easy to
change attitudes.

AEuropeA
The Community Biodiversity
Strategy complements previous
existing initiatives in this field
which already help to promote
biodiversity. Two instruments
already at the EU’s disposal
since some years ago are the
Bird and Habitats Directives,
which have proved immensely
effective from the conservation
point of view. Europe is well
aware that it needs to shift its
emphasis in the near future to-
wards harmonising data gath-
ered in each Member State.
Our understanding of biodiver-
sity is even more vague than
that of ‘nature’ in general.

Scientists and citizens
Geneticists enjoy the almost di-
vine power of manipulating living
matter. They must be fully aware
of the implications and must also
comply with a rigorous set of
ethics, despite the commercial
or political pressures that might
be exerted on them. Take the
moratorium, for instance, that
the scientific community placed
on the manipulation of human
genes a few years ago. Although
biodiversity is a highly specialised
concept, which scientists would

not like to see debased, its basic
principles have already reached a
wide audience. In fact, this is a
field in which all of us can act at
our own level. We can manage
our own micro-territory, for in-
stance, planting indigenous vari-
eties, gardening extensively
rather than intensively or reject-
ing aggressive fertilisers. The
choices we make as consumers
are also important. We can opt
for local, organic or non-stan-
dardised products and for rustic
or old varieties. In short, there
are countless ways in which the
ordinary citizen can help protect
biodiversity through his or her
everyday actions.

Taking responsibility

Unite the protection of nature and extensive breeding.
(‘Marais poitevin’, France)
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The complexity of chemical
products and the pace of their
development have not been
matched in recent years by sys-
tematic research into their en-
vironmental impact. Serious
and undesirable effects have,
however, been detected in both
human health and the environ-
ment. Toxic products have been
found in the air, water and soil,
not to mention the food we eat.
Between 1977 and 1987, acci-
dents involving chemicals re-
sulted in 5,000 recorded

deaths, 100,000 injuries and the
evacuation of 620,000 people.

Care and foresight
Fortunately, relatively few
chemicals have such dire poten-
tial. If they are used in a con-
trolled and responsible way, the
vast majority of citizens have
nothing to fear. Nevertheless,
more and more care is needed
if we are to avoid horrific acci-
dents such as those that oc-
curred at Bhopal, India in 1984
and Seveso, Italy in 1976. If dis-
asters are to be prevented,
there is an urgent need for ac-
curate scientific modelling of
the potential long-term impact
of chemicals on health and the
environment.

Genetic modification
The latest gene technology
means we can now transfer
inherited characteristics from
one organism to another. This
produces Genetically Modi-
fied Organisms (GMOs) —
bacteria, fungi, viruses, plants,
insects ,  f i sh or mammals ,
whose genetic material has
been artificially altered in or-
der to increase resistance,
yield or some other physical
property.

Once a GMO has been re-
leased into nature (or brought
onto the market), it might
prove more successful in evo-
lutionary terms than its natural
counterparts. The repercus-
sions of such competition are
both unpredictable and irre-
versible.

Doomsday scenarios apart, it
is plain that the benefits gene-
tic engineering can bring to hu-
mankind must be properly
managed if health and the en-
vironment are to be protec-
ted.

hemicals — we can’t do without them!
Our laboratories currently turn out no fewer than
13 million synthetic compounds. Some mimic nat-
ural substances while others are entirely artificial.
Chemicals are used in every sector of the economy,
from agriculture and food to textiles, paper and
pharmaceuticals. Around 100,000 chemical prod-
ucts are available on the European market and the
industry launches two to three hundred more ev-
ery year.C

Facts and Trends
Chemical and genetic time-bomb?

Hazard warning!
Chemicals  can be in-
flammable, explosive or cor-
rosive. They threaten us with
allergies, poisoning, cancer
and genetic mutation. Some
damage our reproductive,
nervous and immune sys-
tems. And chemicals can at-
tack individuals, whole popu-
lat ions and even future
generations.

GROUP OF CHEMICALS PER CENT

Industrial gases 1 %
Dyes & Pigments 3 %
Other inorganics 4 %
Other organics 15 %
Fertilizers 2 %
Plastics 15 %
Synthetic rubber 1 %
Agrochemicals 3 %
Paints & inks 6 %
Pharmaceuticals 23 %
Soaps & detergents 5 %
Perfumes & cosmetics 7 %
Other chemicals 13 %
Man-made fibres 2 %

CHEMICALS AND GENETICALLY MODIFIED ORGANISMS

A more and more strict inspection on
the use of chemical substances

Sectorial analysis of the EU chemical in-
dustry, 1997.
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Prevention better 
than cure

Europe’s concern for this is-
sue is evident from the speed
with which i t  bu i l t  up a
formidable legislative arsenal
to deal with hazardous sub-
stances. Some observers view
dangerous chemicals as the
gravest environmental threat
of all.

Classification, labelling
and packaging of 

hazardous substances
A framework directive was
adopted in 1992 which covers
all substances and preparations
defined as explosive, oxidising,
inflammable, toxic, corrosive,
irritating, sensitising, carcino-
genic, mutagenic, harmful to re-

production or environmentally
damaging. The directive also set
the new objective of evaluating
the risks that chemicals pose to
human beings and the environ-
ment. Manufacturers and dis-
tributors are now obliged to
provide the authorities with de-
tailed technical information, to
state any undesirable effects,
and to draw up safety instruc-
tions and packaging and la-
belling information.

At the same time, the directive
introduced stricter standards
for the packaging and labelling
of hazardous substances. Pack-
aging must be sufficiently robust
to prevent leakage or corrosion
during handling, while labels
have to include the name of the
substance, one or more warn-
ing symbols, details of potential
hazards and safety recommen-
dations.

It established new principles for
evaluating the risks to which haz-
ardous chemicals expose human
beings and the environment.

Use and marketing
The use of hazardous sub-
stances is governed by a 1976
framework directive designed
to protect the public and the
environment from certain haz-
ardous chemicals. The ap-
pendix listed a number of prod-
ucts which could no longer be
sold directly to the public and
whose use was now strictly lim-
ited. Supplementary directives
have restricted the use of prod-
ucts like asbestos, mercury,
cadmium and benzene (in toys)
and have imposed labelling and
packaging requirements (par-
ticularly for detergents, insecti-
cides and perfumes).

Europe in action

Genetically modified organisms open up
economic perspectives but create fears
as well.
(Lab technician preparing cultures)
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Import and export
Regulations adopted by the Com-
munity in 1992 have created a
joint information system on im-
ports and exports of certain
chemicals that are banned or
severely restricted because of
their potentially harmful impact
on human health and the environ-
ment. When a product is to be
transported to a new destination
for the first time, Member States
are now obliged to inform the im-
porting country of any potential
hazards no later than 30 days be-
fore the date of export. The reg-
ulations also oblige exporters of
hazardous chemicals to package
and label products destined for
export in the same way as those
sold on the Community market.

Plant protection 
products

A directive on the placing of plant
protection products on the mar-
ket was adopted in July 1991 and
created a harmonised system for
approving products in this field.
Basically speaking, the directive
prevents plant protection prod-
ucts from being sold unless they
meet certain specified ’quality’
criteria, according to which they
must not have an unacceptable
impact on human beings, animals
or the environment.

Tackling genetics
There is basically no limit to the
potential of genetic engineer-
ing. In theory, a gene from any
species can be implanted in any
other. Genetic manipulation is
already used in agriculture and
the food industry, in pharma-
ceuticals and decontaminants
and in the production of new
materials and energy sources.

Europe has taken a precautionary
approach, introducing legislation
designed to protect its citizens’
health and the environment while
simultaneously creating a unified
market for biotechnology. A di-
rective on the contained use of
genetically modified micro-organ-
isms covers all activities relating to
GMO’s, at both research and in-
dustrial level. A directive on the
deliberate release into the envi-
ronment of genetically modified
organisms requires environmen-
tal evaluation and step-by-step
approval for the dissemination of
GMO’s. The directive covers all
such releases, whether small or
large in scale, commercial or oth-
erwise. Its main aim is risk man-
agement. As with all other tech-
nologies, the risks associated with
genetic engineering have to be
identified, evaluated and appro-
priate measures taken. The direc-
tive’s approach to risk manage-
ment is based on the step-by-step
development and testing of new
organisms, the risk and impact of
which have to be analysed case by
case.

Genetics: what for?

The most common of the
16 varieties of genetically
modified plants cultivated
in Europe are turnips,
maize, potatoes and sugar
beet. The added genes of-
ten relate to herbicide re-
sistance (50%), while in
other cases they are con-
cerned with the sterility of
male plants.

The 1992 framework directive makes it
obligatory to have very strict standards
for the packaging and labelling of haz-
ardous substances.

CHEMICALS AND GENETICALLY MODIFIED ORGANISMS
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Hazardous substances:
an international

concern
In 1984, the NRC (National
Research Council) in the Unit-
ed States published statistics
on the toxicity of around
50,000 chemicals currently in
use in that country. Another
study (USEPA, 1991) highlight-
ed the fact that the majority of
substances discharged into wa-
ter are industrial and chemical
in origin (60%). The NRC fi-
gures also show how little infor-
mation is available on the toxi-
city of chemical substances.
What information there is tends
to be limited to pesticides, cos-
metics, medicines and food
additives.

We can’t draw up a systematic
and detailed review of the risks
associated with chemical prod-
ucts without first collating all
the available information on ex-

isting substances. This is an im-
mense task and so international
programmes have been set up
to gather data and coordinate
results. Programmes of this
kind are our primary source of
information on hazardous sub-
stances.

A special legal register has been
set up to record data from 12
countries and six international
organisations. In 1989, it con-
tained 42,000 records on over
8,000 substances.

Biotechnology and the
Earth Summit

The problem of access to ge-
netic resources was raised in
the text of the Rio Biodiversity
Convention which sets out to
regulate access to these re-
sources, to protect intellectual
property rights on living materi-
als and to promote technology
transfers.

Biotechnology, Europe
and its Member States

The Rio Biodiversity Conven-
tion recognises the sovereign
rights of States over their natural
resources but obliges them to
create conditions to facilitate ac-
cess to genetic resources for envi-
ronmentally sound uses by other
parties.

As far as Europe is concerned,
Member States must notify the
Community of the release of
genetically modified organ-
isms. This duty represents a
unique opportunity for track-
ing deliberate GMO releases
from the very beginning. In
other words, Europe has been
quick to equip itself with a
powerful instrument for con-
trolling the risks associated
with genetic engineering — a
prerequisite for the environ-
mental  management of  a l l
biotechnology.

The precautions taken show the risks of
contamination, from the experimenter
to the preparations and vice versa.

Taking responsibility
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An inseparable trio: 
health, pollution and 

the environment
We have a thorough under-
standing nowadays of the link
between health and concentra-
tions of pathogenic substances.
The relationship between
health and everyday pollution
levels is, by contrast, a good
deal more complex. Many dis-
eases are caused by a combina-
tion of several factors — eco-
nomic, social and l ifestyle
(nutrition, smoking, etc.) —
making it difficult to isolate the
specific environmental ele-
ments.

We can, however, draw up a
long list of hazards known to
contribute to an unhealthy envi-
ronment, including food-poi-
soning, occupational diseases,
allergies, smoking, cardiovascu-
lar disease caused by an un-
healthy lifestyle and cancers in-
duced by radiation or asbestos.
The European Community and
the World Health Organisation
(WHO) have focused particular
attention on air pollution, water
contamination and road acci-
dents. ’Environmental’ factors
like this are responsible for a
steadily growing number of
public health problems.

Air pollution
A large proportion of Europe’s
population is affected by pollu-
ted air, particularly in urban
areas. The number of respiratory
problems (such as asthma and

bronchitis) rises sharply when
particular exposure levels are
exceeded. This can lead to hos-
pitalisation and even death.

Water pollution
Polluted water, such as polluted
bathing water or insufficient
quality of drinking water from
the tap, may affect human
health in various ways. Whereas
these two issues are specifically
tackled by the Bathing Water
and the Drinking Water Direc-
tives, more needs to be done to
protect water as a resource.
This is why the proposed
Framework Water Directive
expands the scope of protec-
tion to all waters.

Road accidents
These result in death, injury and
long-term incapacity for a large
number of Europeans every
year. So acute has this problem
become that road accidents are
now the principal cause of
death amongst 15-24 year-olds.
In this respect, road safety has
to be seen as a public health is-
sue. On the other hand, al-
though accidents cannot be
attributed directly to environ-
mental factors, the problems
(such as pollution) associated
with transport affect both hu-
man health and the environ-
ment.

Air pollution, water contamina-
tion and road accidents have
not been picked on because of
their quantitative importance,

but because they provide deci-
sion-makers with certain op-
portunities. Preventative action
in these fields represents a ma-
jor investment in public health.

ealth is a state of physical, mental and social
well-being and not simply the absence of ill-
ness or infirmity.’ (World Health Organisation
(WHO).
Huge advances in public health were made in
the 19th and early 20th century thanks to im-
proved sanitation, working conditions and
hygiene. In some cases, the introduction of a
few hygiene measures had a spectacular im-
pact on outbreaks of disease and other previ-
ously intractable health problems.“H

Facts and Trends

Health and environment

Every day, 342 people are

killed on our roads and 6,229

injured. Road accidents de-

prive society of men and

women in the prime of life.

Others are condemned to

prolonged incapacity, families

suffer intensely and costs are

raised for everyone.

HEALTH
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Air pollution
Air pollution is harmful to hu-
man health — a problem that is
particularly acute in the coun-
tries of Eastern Europe. It has
been calculated that WHO
standards for one or more at-
mospheric pollutants are ex-
ceeded at least once a year in
70-80% of Europe’s 105 cities

with over 500,000 inhabitants.
Millions of Europeans are af-
fected, especially those living in
urban areas. Some 15% of 
people in these areas suffer
from asthma and 7 % from res-
piratory problems. The asthma
rate rises in the most polluted
cities to 23% of the population.

The Commission is preparing
an action programme on pollu-
tion-related diseases which
aims at collecting comparable
information across Europe and
better preventing the associa-
ted risks.

In addition to causing acute or
chronic respiratory conditions,
air pollution also increases the
risk of cancer. Asbestos, ben-

zene and soot have all been
identified as cancer-inducing by
the International Agency for Re-
search in Cancer, while diesel
too is said to be ’probably’ car-
cinogenic.

Technical advances and interna-
tional conventions have helped
improve air quality. Even so,
WHO standards are still fre-
quently exceeded, damaging
people’s health in the process.
Since 1972, the Community has

been acting to reduce pollutant
emissions from diesel motors.
Several other directives have
followed, designed to reduce
sulphur content and lead pollu-
tion. They cover all engine
types and also target industry
and incinerators. Road traffic is
growing at such a rate, howev-
er, that overall emissions con-
tinue to rise in absolute terms,
despite all these measures.

Contaminated water
Consuming water contaminat-
ed by microbiological agents
can lead to a range of diseases,
from gastro-enteritis to hepati-
tis A. Despite a series of pre-
ventative measures, cases of ill-
ness caused by the drinking of
contaminated water are re-
ported every year. Meanwhile,
bathing in contaminated water
may cause gastro-enteritis or
skin and eye irritations.

Concentrations of agricultural
nitrates in groundwater often
exceed the permitted rates for
consumption by children.

Many other dangerous sub-
stances find their way into our
water supplies, either acciden-
tally or through dumping. Gen-
erally speaking, however, chem-
ical discharges are effectively
controlled and seem to have
less of an impact on Europeans’
health than microbiological con-
tamination. This is another field

Today, the most natural actions aren’t
without risks. (Fishing for shellfish -
Brittany, France)

aaLeadaa
Lead has a harmful impact on
health more or less through-
out Europe. Statistics suggest
a reduction in lead exposure
in Western Europe, due pri-
marily to the lowering of the
lead content in petrol. Many
people in Central and East-
ern Europe, by contrast, are
suffering high levels of expo-
sure, especially those who
live near heavy industrial
plants. Lead retards chil-
dren’s mental development
and causes behavioural prob-
lems. Some 400,000 children
in Eastern Europe are cur-
rently believed to be affected
this way.

HEALTH

ir pollution, water contamination and road acci-
dents can all be tackled at source, while appropri-
ate technical measures can address the various
problems they create.A

Europe in action

To tackle the problems at source
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in which Europe has been ac-
tively legislating for some time
now. An example is the ’Ni-
trates Directive’ which seeks to
reduce the level of agricultural
nitrates in groundwater and sur-
face water by introducing an ac-
tion programme and an agricul-
tural code of good practice.
Others are the ’Bathing Water
Directive’ and the ’Drinking Wa-
ter Directive’, which fixes quali-
ty standards for water destined
for human consumption.

Roads kill
Road accidents are an impor-
tant public health issue, even if
they are not a ’disease’ as such.
It is impossible to ignore the
specific and grave harm they in-
flict on people’s health, espe-
cially that of young people:
• No reduction is apparent in

either the frequency of acci-
dents or their adverse impact
on health;

• They are an economic bur-
den on society, not only in
terms of material damage but
also of medical costs and the
long-term handicaps suffered
by certain victims;

• The health impact of road ac-
cidents varies from one coun-
try to another, irrespective of
economic performance. That
means it ought to be possible
to reduce it.

Unblocking the road 
anetworka

Europe is pursuing a dual policy
to deal with the problems
caused by transport. In the first
place, it has introduced vehicle
standards designed to reduce
noise and toxic emissions and to
improve safety. The Commis-
sion is also involved in the cons-
truction of trans-European
transport networks to relieve
pressure on traditional roads
and is encouraging a shift in de-
mand towards alternative
forms of transport like high-
speed trains and waterways.

Nutrition, cancer 
and AIDS.

European action in the health
field is not limited to these
three areas. Several directives,
for instance, have been intro-
duced to protect citizens from
radioactive emissions.

Cancer is the second most im-
portant cause of death in Eu-
rope. One person in four dies of
the disease and the rate is
growing in most Member
States. This development has
prompted the European Union
to strengthen its commitment

to a number of cancer research
programmes. Another public
health campaign in which Eu-
rope is involved is the fight
against AIDS, for which specific
programmes have been
launched since 1991.

Europe is also active in the field
of nutrition, restricting the use
of certain additives, banning
hormones, curtailing tobacco
and alcohol advertising and reg-
ulating pharmaceutical pro-
ducts. Meanwhile, the EU is
committed to reducing the risk
of bacterial or chemical poison-
ing (heavy metals, pesticides,
etc.).

The first European directive to
address the issue of food hy-
giene was issued in 1964. Eu-
rope ’s current approach is
based on the following princi-
ples:
• Preventing any contamination

of fresh meat, dairy products,
eggs, fish, etc.;

• Fixing the maximum permis-
sible concentrations of cer-
tain residual chemical prod-
ucts;

• Inspecting the production,
processing and packaging of
food products in both Mem-
ber States and in countries
exporting to the EU.

Roadcrashes constitute a major prob-
lem to public health.

HEALTH
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The world
Diseases don’t recognise nation-
al frontiers and economic and
cultural globalisation is promot-
ing the spread of pathogens. Sev-
eral international organisations
are devoted to health, including
the International Agency for Re-
search in Cancer, the Red Cross
and the Red Crescent. Best
known, however, is probably the
World Health Organisation, a
UN body founded in 1948.

The WHO is known by the pu-
blic for its work to combat infec-
tious diseases like malaria, lep-
rosy, diphtheria, tuberculosis
and hepatitis in developing coun-
tries. It has a regional bureau in
Copenhagen called the Euro-
pean Centre for Environment
and Health (ECEH), which was
set up in 1991. The Centre was
recently commissioned to draft
a report entitled ‘Concern for
Europe’s Tomorrow’ in collabo-
ration with the European Envi-
ronment Agency. The purpose
was to evaluate environmental
problems with health implica-
tions, to calculate the European
population’s exposure to these
factors and to measure the ex-
tent of their impact. This joint
ECEH and EEA initiative is a re-
markable example of coopera-

tion between the health and en-
vironment fields. ‘Concern for
Europe’s Tomorrow’ will pro-
vide government and NGOs
with the fullest possible informa-
tion on which to base their deci-
sion-making in these areas.

The ECEH’s remit also includes
the development of technical
cooperation programmes, pri-
marily with countries in Eastern
Europe. These set out to reduce
the health problems caused by
environmental hazards.

Two Inter-ministerial Confe-
rences have already been organ-
ised by WHO-Europe in 1989
(Frankfurt) and in 1994 (Helsin-
ki) which have resulted respec-
tively in the adoption of an Euro-
pean Charter on Environment
and Health and of an Environ-
ment and Health Action Plan for
Europe.

The next Conference will take
place in London in June 1999 and
should give orientations for new
actions in the next millennium.
As previously, the European
Commission is participating in
the preparation of this event.

Europe and 
its Member States

When it comes to health, Euro-
pean institutions do not at-
tempt to take the place of indi-
vidual Member States or their
respective health ministers,
which support a great many
public and private bodies, in-
cluding institutes of hygiene and
epidemiology, national child
health agencies and public
health laboratories. Meanwhile,
a Standing Veterinary Commit-
tee, made up of representatives
of each Member State, advises
the Commission on matters re-
lating to its specialist field and
on any emergency measures
that might be required. The
committee also gives permis-
sion for imports from third
countries and withdraws it
again whenever necessary.

The European Community
does, however, oversee re-
search and prevention pro-
grammes for cancer, AIDS (the
European Centre for the Epi-
demiological Monitoring of
AIDS is located in Paris) and
drug dependency.

Taking responsibility

The European Community supervises
research and prevention programs in
the medical sector.
(Blood analysis)

HEALTH
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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.

NATURAL RESOURCES
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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
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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)

NATURAL RESOURCES
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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)

NATURAL RESOURCES
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1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999
WORLD EVENTS

EVOLUTION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

ECOLOGICAL ACCIDENTS

EUROPEAN ENVIRONMENTAL ACTION

• End of the Second
World War 

• Marshall Plan for the
economic rebuilding
of Europe 

• Ratification of the
Single European Act

• Spain and Portugal
join (the Twelve) 

• Fourth European
elections with 
universal suffrag

• Ungass
• Earth Summit
• Rio 5 Years

• Greece joins 
(the Ten)

• Second European
elections 

• Stockholm Confe-
rence. Start of green
politics and ecologi-
cal development,
based on the sustai-
nable use of natural
and human 
resources on both a
local and regional
scale.

• Merger of the exe-
cutives of the three
communities
(ECSC, EEC, 
Euratom) 

• Signature of the
Treaties of Rome,
creating the Euro-
pean Economic
Community (EEC)
and the European
Atomic Energy
Community - 
EURATOM.

• The Six

• Entry into force of
the treaty creating
Benelux 

• Creation of the
Council of Europe,
based in Strasbourg

• Signature of the
Treaty of Paris, insti-
tuting the European
Coal and Steel
Community - ECSC.  

• Recycling standards
for packaging waste
(D94/62). 

• Reform of EU water policy
• The Auto-Oil programme (fuel 

standards and car emissions)
• Initiatives for a better implementa-

tion of EU Environmental law
• Directive on Ambient Air Quality

Assessment and management
(96/62)

• Second ‘Life’ programme (1996-99)
• IPC Directive: integrated pollution

prevention and control (D96/61)

• Commission proposals
- Framework

Directive on water,
- Directive on Landfill

of waste
- Directive on 

end-of- life vehicles 
• Strategy to combat

acidification
• A new Drinking Water 

Directive

• European Year of
the Environment

• Fourth European
environmental pro-
gramme (1987-92)

• Directive relating to
the quality of drin-
king water
(D80/778)

• Third European en-
vironmental pro-
gramme (1982-86)

• ‘Seveso’ Directive
on the risks of ma-
jor accidents
(D82/501)

• Second report on
the state of the 
environment 

• Directive on the
conservation of wild
birds (79/409)

• Second European
environmental pro-
gramme (1977-81)

• First report on the
State of the Envi-
ronment 

• Directive on the
quality of surface
water (D75/442)

• Directive on waste
(D75/442)

• Directive regarding
the quality of ba-
thing water
(D76/160)

• First European envi-
ronmental program-
me (1973-76)

• The environmental
legislative arsenal
based on articles
100 and 235 
(1973-87).

• Relative standards
for chemical pro-
ducts (D67/548) 

• Directive on the ba-
sic savety standards
in radiation protec-
tion 

• First European
‘Life’ programme 
(1991-95)

• Pan-European
conference on
the environment,
Dobris - Castle,
(Prague)

• Creation of the Eu-
ropean Environmen-
tal Agency. Effective
end 1993.

• Regulation on environ-
mental labelling
(R92/880)

• Fourth report on the sta-
te of the environment

• Directive regarding the
pollution of the air by
ozone (D92/72)

• Directive on conserva-
tion of natural habitat
and of wild fauna and flo-
ra (D92/43)

• Altener Programme
• EMAS Directive - 

environmental 
management and audit
(D1836/93)

• Pan-European confe-
rence on the environ-
ment - Lucerne

• Fifth European envi-
ronmental programme
(1993-2000) 

• Maastricht - Treaty
on European Union

• The environment is
included in articles 2
and 130 R. 

•Creation of the Eu-
ropean Monetary
System 

•First European 
elections

• Rio : UN Conference
on Environment and
Development. 

• Fifth European
elections

• Brundtland Report from
the World Commission
on Environment and De-
velopment. Humanity is
heading for an 
ecological disaster.
Sounded alarm bells
which were to result,
five years later, in the
Rio Conference.

• Report of the Club
of Rome, entitled
‘Limits to Growth’

• Implementation of
the Common 
Agricultural Policy
(CAP)

• United Kingdom,
Ireland and Den-
mark join 
(the Nine).

• Third European
elections 

• Reform of EU 
strategy on waste

• Pan-European
conference on the
environment - Sofia.
Publication of the
Dobris Report

• Exxon Valdez, 
Alaska, 40,000
tonnes of oil - 
oil spill

• Major flooding in
Europe

• Chernobyl - 
major nuclear disaster

• Sandoz, Bâle - 30 tonnes of 
chemical products are 
discharged into the Rhine 

• Amoco Cadiz
(220,000 t), France,
oil spill 

• Seveso, Italy, chemi-
cal accident

• European Summit in
Paris. The environ-
ment becomes a
political reality. 

• Los Afalques, Spain - road
traffic disaster

• Three Mile Island (USA) - 
nuclear accident

• Unification of 
Germany

• Completion of the 
European Single Market

• Commission White Pa-
per on growth, 
competitiveness and em-
ployment

• Assessment of the
effects on the envi-
ronment (D85/337)

• Treaty of Amsterdam
- signed 1997
- entry into force — May 1999

• Entry of Austria,
Finland and Sweden
(the Fifteen) • Aarhus Convention

on access to
information about
environmental
matters
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• TERM
EXPLANATION

• acid deposit
acid atmospheric pollutants which
are deposited in dry or wet form

• acid rain
rain containing a high acid concen-
tration (sulphurous, sulphuric, ni-
tric) caused by air pollution, which
damages historic buildings and poi-
sons plants and animals

• acidification
change in an environment’s natural
chemical balance caused by an in-
crease in the concentration of
acidic elements

• afforestation
creation of a forest on land that
has not previously, at least in re-
cent times, had a significant tree
population

• antimony
chemical element, brittle, silver
coloured, similar to arsenic

• aquifer
subterranean body of water filling
the spaces in porous and perme-
able rock and resting on an imper-
meable layer

• asbesto
fibrous natural product used in as-
bestos cement, brakes and clutch-
es, insulators and fireproof textiles.
Asbestos is carcinogenic

• autochton species
species originating from the region
in which it lives

• avifauna
totality of bird-life in a given region

• benzene
colourless liquid, insoluble in water
and inflammable, which is added to
petrol as an antiknock agent.

• biocenosis

totality of living organisms, animal
and plant, which occupy the same
geographical area (biotope)

• biocide

chemical product intended for the
destruction of living organisms
harmful to agriculture

• biodiversity

the variability among living organ-
isms from all sources including, in-

ter alia, terrestrial, marine and
other aquatic ecosystems and the
ecological complexes of which they
are part; this includes diversity
within species, between species
and of ecosystems

• biological diversity

see biodiversity

• biomass

total mass of living matter, animal
and plant, present at a given place
and a given time. Expressed as dry
weight

• biomass fuel

plant-based fuel

• biosphere

part of the planet earth’s sphere
where organisms live

• biotechnology

any technological application that
uses biological systems, living or-
ganisms, or derivatives thereof, to
make or modify products or pro-
cesses for specific use

• biotope

well-defined geographical area,
characterised by specific ecological
conditions (soil, climate, etc.),
which physically supports the or-
ganisms that live there (bioceno-
sis)

• boreal

eco-region of the Northern hemi-
sphere of planet Earth situated be-
tween the Arctic and the sub-tro-
pical regions

• cadmium

shiny white metal, product of zinc
mining, used to make yellow pig-
ments and miniature batteries.
Toxic

• catalytic converter

vehicle exhaust system which uses
catalysis (a process for altering
the speed of a chemical reaction)
to reduce the emission of pollu-
tants

• chemical buffer

solution or substance which main-
tains a constant rate of acidity

• chlorofluorocarbon

gas still used in some aerosols,
fridges, air-conditioning units and
fire-extinguishers and blamed for
depleting the ozone layer

• composting

biological process encouraging the
fermentation of a variety of organic
waste to obtain compost, a mix
rich in minerals and organic matter

• crop rotation

the sequence of crops to be grown
on the same piece of land

• decibel

unit of sound measurement

• defoliation

natural or disease-related shedding
of leaves

• deforestation

human destruction of forests

• degasification

mechanical or chemical extraction
of gases dissolved in water

• dioxin

by-product of the manufacture of
certain pesticides. Highly toxic and
persistent

• drainage basin

natural geographical region
drained by one or more rivers and
their tributaries

• eco-label

ecological label awarded to a prod-
uct that does not harm the envi-
ronment

• eco-product

product designed and manufac-
tured in a way that respects the
environment

• ecosystem

a dynamic complex of plants, ani-
mal and micro-organism communi-
ties and their non-living environ-
ment interacting as a functional
unit

• effluent

in ecological terms, any liquid pro-
duced by an industrial process

• endemic

description of  a living species con-
fined to a particular region

• environmental impact 
assessment

study which systematically des-
cribes and evaluates the environ-
mental consequences of a develop-
ment project (road, factory, etc.)

• environmental label

see eco-label

Glossary of terms used
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• eutrophication

accumulation of organic matter in
water, resulting in deoxygenation
(reduction in the water’s oxygen
content)

• fallow

the status of a piece of arable land
taken temporarily out of cultiva-
tion

• fauna

totality of animal species present
within a specific biotope

• fermentation

breakdown of organic matter by
the action of enzymes secreted by
microscopic organisms

• fertilisation

operation designed to maintain or
improve the fertility of a soil by the
addition of fertiliser

• flora

totality of plant species present in
a region or biotope

• food chain

succession of living organisms,
each of which feeds on others ac-
cording to a fixed order

• fossil energy

see fossil fuel

• fossil fuel

natural carbon substance pro-
duced by the breakdown of organic
matter buried in layers deep in the
earth’s crust. Forms include
gaseous fuels (natural gas), liquids
(oil, asphalt) and solids (coal)

• gene

segment of the deoxyribonucleic
acid (DNA) molecule located at a
specific point of a chromosome, res-
ponsible for determining an inher-
ited characteristic

• genetic

scientific study of the laws of
heredity

• genetic engineering

totality of techniques for modify-
ing the genetic programme of cer-
tain living cells (bacteria) to en-
able them to manufacture useful
substances, the manufacture of
which would be difficult or impos-
sible

• geological layer

homogeneous sedimentary deposit

• greenhouse gas
gas (carbon dioxide, nitrogen diox-
ide, methane, water vapour, etc.)
which contributes to the green-
house effect, i.e. the heating up of
the lower atmosphere by trapping
solar rays

• ground cover
totality of small herbaceous and
woody plants which cover an area
of soil, protecting it from tempera-
ture variations and erosion

• groundwater
layer of subterranean water, gene-
rally close to the surface, which
supplies wells and springs

• habitat
ecological setting in which an or-
ganism, species, population or
group of species lives

• half-life

period in which a physical or bio-
logical quantity reaches half of its
initial value

• heavy metal

metal which becomes toxic in high
concentrations. Heavy metals can
accumulate within the food chain
(lead, cadmium, mercury, etc.)

• humus

organic matter formed from plant
and animal debris or other organic
substances that collect on or in the
soil

• hydro-electricity

electricity generated by harnessing
the hydraulic energy of rivers and
waterfalls

• hydrocarbon

organic compound made up of car-
bon and hydrogen. Oil and natural
gas are basically hydrocarbon com-
pounds

• industrial wastewaters

water carrying wastes and efflu-
ents produced by industrial plants

• input
element used to produce a good

• insularisation
geographical isolation

• land use planning
organisation of space in such a way
as to improve living conditions, en-
courage economic development
and make optimum use of natural
resources without disrupting natu-
ral ecosystems

• leached

description of soil into which water
has carried soluble or colloidal sub-
stances

• lead-poisoning

toxic effects of lead or lead salts

• lifecycle

the total life of a product, from
manufacture to final disposal

• liquid manure

natural fertiliser based on animal
dung and containing a large
amount of water

• methane

colourless gas given off by rotting
materials. The main constituent of
natural gas

• microclimate

climate peculiar to a small area,
dependent on local vegetation, mi-
crorelief, etc.

• monoculture

cultivation of a single plant variety

• mutagenic

description of a chemical or physi-
cal agent capable of causing muta-
tions within a species

• mutation

sudden and permanent change in
the structure of a gene or chromo-
some. May occur spontaneously or
may be caused by the action of one
or more mutagens

• nitrate

the main source of nitrogen for
plants

• nitrogenous fertiliser

fertiliser containing nitrogen in the
form of nitrates or ammonia

• non-waste technology

technology causing little pollution

• nutrient

element that can be assimilated by
an organism without being trans-
formed by the digestive system. A
distinction is made between
macronutrients like calcium, nitro-
gen and phosphorous and micronu-
trients like copper, zinc and man-
ganese

• ocean floor

solid layer located at the bottom of
oceans and seas. Comprises the
oceanic crust covered with a thick
layer of sediment
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• offshore exploitation
operation of an oil well located off
the coast

• overgrazing
excessive grazing which prevents
the regeneration of undergrowth,
reduces the productive potential of
plant species and sometimes en-
courages soil degradation through
erosion

• ozone
simple gaseous compound which
forms a protective layer in the up-
per atmosphere shielding the earth
from certain forms of solar radia-
tion. In the lower atmosphere, by
contrast, ozone is a pollutant

• pathogenic
description of an agent that in-
duces illness

• peat bog
acidic peat environment typical of
wetlands. Peat bogs are colonised
by characteristic low vegetation in-
cluding moss, rushes and heather

• percolation
flow of rain or irrigation water (per-
colate) through cracks in the soil
under the influence of gravity

• pesticide
chemical compound designed to
destroy animal or plant pests. May
be an insecticide, herbicide or
fungicide. Pesticides accumulate in
the food chain, contaminating food
supplies and groundwater

• phosphorus
mineral vital to the growth of living
organisms

• phytoplankton
totality of single or multi-celled
plant organisms which live sus-
pended in sea and freshwater

• piscicultural
concerned with fish-farming

• precautionary principle
the principe according to which the
necessary measures should be tak-
en once a sufficient level of proba-
bility is reached, even in the ab-
sence of scientific certainty

• purification
operation to remove impurities
from wastewater

• radioactive cloud
cloud of solid particles formed in
the wake of a nuclear detonation

or the emission of radioactive sub-
stances into the atmosphere fol-
lowing an explosion at a nuclear
power plant

• radioactivity

spontaneous emission of radia-
tion, normally alpha or beta parti-
cles often accompanied by gamma
rays, from the nucleus of an (un-
stable) isotope. As a result of this
emission the radioactive isotope is
transformed into the isotope of
another element which can also
be radioactive (it decays). Ulti-
mately, as the result of one more
phases of radioactivity decay, a
stable (non-radioactive) end
product is formed.

• reforestation

the reconstitution of a forest

• renewable energy

energy, the consumption of which
does not reduce natural resources
because it is based on elements
that replenish themselves natural-
ly (biomass, solar, wind, geother-
mal and hydro power)

• river contract

agreement between all relevant
public and private bodies concern-
ing the natural functions of water-
ways, their maintenance and use
(sanitary, cultural, economic and
recreational)

• salmonellosis

infection caused by bacteria
(salmonellae) including typhoid
and paratyphoid fevers and gastro-
enteritis

• sediment

granular deposit left by water, wind
and other agents of erosion

• seismicity

number and intensity of earth
tremors in a given region and peri-
od of time

• silty

describes a high content of silt.
Silt is a form of earth with the
consistency of flour - light but
sticky, somewhere between sand
and clay

• silvicultural

concerning forestry

• silviculture

totality of rules and techniques al-
lowing the cultivation, mainte-
nance and exploitation of a forest

• smog
type of fog caused by the atmo-
spheric emission of gaseous or ve-
hicular pollutants

• soil amendment
operation designed to improve the
physical properties of a soil — sub-
stance added to soil for this pur-
pose

• solvent
liquid used to dissolve an active
substance

• spawning ground
place where fish come together to
reproduce

• species
totality of like individuals which
transmit their likeness from one
generation to another

• spraying
the regular spraying of a substance
or product on the surface of the soil
(fertiliser, wastewater) or on a crop
or tree population (pesticides)

• stratosphere
part of the earth’s atmosphere lo-
cated at an altitude between 12
and 50 km. The temperature of the
stratosphere rises with altitude

• suspended solids
microscopic particles of matter in
water. Can be removed by settle-
ment or filtration

• thermal barrier
barrier of a thermal character.  for
example, a thermal barrier limits
the geographical expansion of a
species

• to clear, to grub
to clear a piece of land by removing
all the undergrowth, either by up-
rooting or burning

• wastewater treatment plant
totality of installations and devices
used to purify wastewaters and in-
dustrial effluents to allow them to
be reused or released into the envi-
ronment

• wastewaters
generic term covering household
effluent, residues and drainwater

• weathering
totality of phenomena affecting the
earth’s relief (ice, wind, rain)
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• ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIA-
TIONS : EXPLANATION

• ACP : African, Caribbean and
Pacific (countries)

• AMAP : Arctic Monitoring and
Assessment Programme

• ANC : Acid Neutralising
Capacity

• AQG : Air Quality Guidelines (of
WHO)

• BaP : Benzo(a)pyrene

• BOD : Biochemical Oxygen
Demand

• CAP : Common Agricultural
Policy (EU)

• CFC : Chlorofluorocarbon

• CFP : Common Fisheries Policy
(EU)

• CH4 : Methane

• CLP : Chlorine Loading Potential

• CO2 : Carbon Dioxide

• COD : Chemical Oxygen
Demand

• CORINE : CO-oRdination of
INformation on the
Environment (CEC)

• CSD : Commission on
Sustainable Development (UN)

• DDT :
Dichloryldiphenyltrichorethane

• DG : Directorate General of
European Commission

• DMS : Dimethylsulphide

• DNA : Desoxyribonucleic acid

• EASOE : European Arctic
Stratospheric Ozone
Experiment

• EBCC : European Bird Census
Council

• EBRD : European Bank for
Reconstruction and
Development

• EC : European Community

• ECCC : European Coastal
Conservation Conference

• ECE : Economic Commission
for Europe (UN)

• ECEH : European Centre for
Environmental Health (WHO)

• EEA(-TF) : European
Environment Agency (Task
Force, CEC DG XI)

• EFTA : European Free Trade
Association

• EIA : Environmental Impact
Assessment

• EINECS : European Inventory
of Existing Chemical Substances
(CEC)

• EOAC : European
Ornithological Atlas Committee

• ESA : Environmentally Sensitive
Area

• EU : European Union

• FAO : Food and Agriculture
Organization (UN)

• FCCC : Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UN)

• FGD : Flue-Gas Desulphurisation

• FOREGS : Forum of European
Geological Surveys

• gamma-HCH : Lindane 
(organochlorine pesticide)
( = gamma hexachlorohexane)

• GATT : General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade

• GDP : Gross Domestic Product

• GEF : Global Environmental
Facility

• GESAMP : Group of Experts on
the Scientific Aspects of Marine
Pollution

• GFCM : General Fisheries
Council for the Mediterranean

• GMO : Genetically Modified
Organism

• GMP : Gross Material Product

• GNP : Gross National Product

• GWP : Global Warming Potential

• H2O2 : Hydrogen peroxide

• HCFC : Hydrochloroflurocarbon

• HGWP : Halocarbon Global
Warming Potential

• IAEA : International Atomic
Energy Agency (UN)

• ICBP : International Council for
Bird Preservation (now BirdLife
International)

• ICES : International Council for
the Exploration of the Sea

• IEA : International Energy
Agency (UN)

• IPCS : International Programme
on Chemical Safety (WHO,
UNEP, ILO)

• MAP : Mediterranean Action
Plan

• MPC : Maximum permissible
concentration

• MSY : Maximum sustainable yield

• NGO : Non-Governmental
Organisation

• NMVOC : Non-Methane
Volatile Organic Compound

• N2O : Dinitrogen
oxide(traditionally called nitrous
oxide)

• NO : Nitrogen oxide
(traditionally called nitric oxide)

• NO2 : Nitrogen dioxide

• NOx : Nitrogen oxides (non-
specific, including NO and NO2)

• OECD : Organization for
Economic Cooperation and
Development

• OH : Hydroxyl

• ODP : Ozone Depletion
Potential

• PAH : Polycyclic (or polynuclear)
Aromatic Hydrocarbon

• PAN : Peroxyacetylnitrate

• PCB : Polychlorinated biphenyl

• PCDD : Polychlorinated
dibenzodioxin

• PCDF : Polychlorinated
dibenzofuran

• POCP : Photochemical Ozone
Creation Potential

• POP : Persistent Organic
Pollutants

• SO2 : Sulphur dioxide

• TOE : Tonnes of Oil Equivalent

• UNCED : United Nations
Conference on Environment
and Development (Rio de
Janeiro, June 1992, ’the Earth
summit’)

• Unesco : United Nations
Educational Scientific and
Cultural Organization

• USSR : Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics

• VOC : Volatile Organic
Compound

• WHO : World Health
Organization (UN)
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• 5th Environmental Action
Programme 

CE. Brussels, 1993 Official
Journal of the European
Communities C138 p1-98

• Towards sustainability The
European Commission’s
progress report and action
plan on the fifth programme
of policy and action in
relation to the environment
and sustainable
development. 

European Communities,
Luxembourg, 1997.

• Environment in the
European Union - 1995
Report for the review of the
Fifth Environmental Action
Programme 

EEA, Copenhagen, 1995, 151p

• Europe’s Environment - The
Dobris Assessment 
EEA, Copenhagen, 1995 dl,
676p.

• Europe’s Environment -
Statistical Compendium for
the Dobris Assessment 
Eurostat, Luxembourg, 1995.

• Europe’s Environment - The
Dobris Assessment - An
overview 
EEA, Copenhagen, 1994 dl., 22p.

• Europeans and the
Environment in 1995
(Eurobarometer 43.1 bis) 
DGXI, Brussels, 1995, 84p

• Environmental Policy 
of the European
Communities, 2nd ed.
Kluwer Law, The Hague, 1995

• Europe in Figures 

Eurostat, Luxembourg, 4th ed.,
1995, 425p.

• Environment and Health 
in Europe 

EEA/WHO, 1996

• Sources 

The texts of the various EC
Directives and regulations are
published in the Official Journal
of the European Communities.
They are also available on the
CELEX database.

• For further details contact your
local office of the European
Commission or one of the sales
offices mentioned at the back of
the book.
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