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More than the sum of their parts: the links between environment and 
employment policies  
 
Environment policies contribute to job creation and social inclusion in the EU, according 
to a new report by the European Commission. The report shows that environmental 
policy is not a job-killer but instead has neutral or even mildly positive impact on the 
number of people in work. This will be especially the case with new policies that support 
the development and use of new environmental technologies, such as the EU Emissions 
Trading Scheme and the Environmental Technologies Action Plan.  It will also be the case 
with labour intensive sectors such as the recycling industry. There is also a clear link 
between social inclusion and the quality of the environment. Just now, it is often 
Europe’s poorest who suffer most from pollution, and so gain most from environmental 
improvements. Other links exist in areas such as health and safety at work, and quality of 
jobs. In short: environment policies can contribute to employment objectives and vice 
versa, in line with the concept of sustainable development. These potential win-win 
solutions need to be sought and promoted whenever possible.  
 
The impact on jobs 

Environmental policy can create new demand for environmentally-friendly goods and services, 
allowing eco-industries to expand their business and take on new workers. Other firms will 
employ fewer people as policy shifts demand away from polluting goods and services. The report 
admits that the economy-wide impact of environmental policy is difficult to isolate from the 
general background of economic change. However, the OECD has reported that “available 
evidence suggests that the net employment effect of environmental policy is slightly positive, 
albeit limited”. Making a policy shift towards environmental tax reform and promoting 
environmental technologies seem like a promising way of delivering new jobs.  

The report stresses that environmental policy can cause job losses in the short run. However, 
there is little evidence of concentrated job losses (hot-spots) in practice, which means that 
Member States can generally accommodate them. In particular, there is no evidence of jobs 
moving to outside the EU in response to environmental policy over the last 5 years.  

Wider links 

Environmental policy shifts resources from polluting products and processes towards 
environmentally-friendly parts of the economy. The report emphasises that Member States will 
need to anticipate and manage the social impacts of this structural shift just as they do for other 
shifts such as that towards the service sector, which in turn has environmental implications, for 
example in the design of buildings and their resource efficiency. These shifts will be strongest in 
the new Member States and will be most easily tackled if win-win solutions can be found, for 



example, investment in energy efficiency which could generate jobs, growth and be good for the 
environment. 
The report also concludes that there is a positive link between environmental policies and the 
quality of jobs. The shift towards integrated environmental technologies is often accompanied by 
investment in skills for workers. Investing in a better environment also reduces health risks to 
workers, for example, through better handling of dangerous chemicals. 
 
Finally, an important link exists between social inclusion and environmental quality. The poor 
generally suffer most from environmental degradation and benefit most from environmental 
policy. These environmental improvements can be delivered without making vulnerable groups 
pay an unaffordable price. 
 
Next steps 
 
The knowledge of these links needs to be built into policy design. New policies should be 
designed with an eye for win-wins and an awareness of possible conflicts. This will be reflected 
in particular in the Impact Assessments carried out as part of the design of new EU policies.  
 
Further analysis is needed of many of the aspects covered in the report, such as on the links 
between environmental policy and social inclusion and on the investment in education and skills 
needed so that workers can adapt to the demand for new environmental technologies.  
 
Some Key Facts 
 
• the share of revenue from environmentally-related taxes in the EU is equivalent to 2.8% of 

GDP; 
 
• the environmental goods and services sector accounts for 1.3% of total paid employment in the 

EU-15 (or 2 million full time equivalent jobs in total, which is as large as the aerospace or 
pharmaceuticals industry). In the new Member States, direct employment in the environmental 
goods and services sector is equivalent to around 1% of total employment; 

 
• employment in pollution management activities rose by around 500,000 jobs in the late 1990s 

or a rate of around 5 per cent per annum; 
 
• a study in Wales found that one in six jobs are directly related to the management or use of the 

environment; 
 
• a study in England found that people in deprived communities were exposed to 41% higher 

than average concentrations of NO2. Another study found that half of English municipal waste 
incinerators are located in the poorest 10% of communities.  

 
Background 
 
The link between the employment and environment policy fields has long been recognised and 
was reviewed at the European level in 1997, when the Commission adopted a Communication on 



“Environment and employment: Building a sustainable Europe”.1 It is also reflected in both the 
Treaty and European Council Conclusions which recognise the need to ‘mainstream’ both 
employment and environmental concerns into all EU policy areas2. 
 
The new report complements and builds on examinations recently carried out of the other 
interfaces of sustainable development: that between the economy and the environment in "The 
effects of environmental policy on European business and its competitiveness: a framework for 
analysis"3 and between the economy and employment in “Employment and productivity and their 
contribution to economic growth”4 .   

 
 
 
The report and further information can be found at: 
 
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/environment/integration/employment_en.htm 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/news/2006/jan/empl_report_en.pdf 
 
For further information, please contact: 
Barbara Helfferich   +32 2 298 2010 Barbara.Helfferich@cec.eu.int  
Katharina von Schnurbein +32 2 2981408 Katharina.von-schnurbein@cec.eu.int 
Lone Mikkelsen    +32 2 296 0567 Lone.Mikkelsen@cec.eu.int  
 

                                                 
1  COM (97) 592 final 
2  Article 6 of the Treaty stipulates that "environmental protection requirements must be integrated into the 

definition and implementation of the Community policies and activities (…), in particular with a view to 
promoting sustainable development", and Article 127 (2) requires that "the objective of a high level of 
employment shall be taken into consideration in the formulation and implementation of Community policies 
and activities". 

3  SEC (2004) 769 
4  SEC (2004) 690  
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