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February 2004 
 
Friends of the Earth Europe1 is pleased to contribute to the Commission’s Thematic Strategy 
on the sustainable use of natural resources. We are part of the largest international network of 
environmental groups, represented in 68 countries, and we therefore have first hand 
experience of the impacts of resource use on some of the poorest communities in the world.  
 
The Commission has made a good start towards a strategy to reduce the use of natural 
resources. The objective of the strategy, as set out in the 6th Environmental Action 
Programme, is “to ensure the consumption of renewable and non-renewable resources does 
not exceed the carrying capacity of the environment.”2 In order to achieve this, the strategy 
must first have at its core the goal of absolute decoupling of the environmental impacts of 
resource use from economic growth. Second, it must set targets for reductions in resource 
use.  
 
In this response Friends of the Earth Europe emphasises the critical areas where further 
debate needs to take place and recommends clear steps for moving the strategy forward. 
 
Introduction: The global impacts of resource use 
 
We live in a world of unequal access to resources. Every day 32,000 children die because 
their parents cannot afford to pay for nourishing food or basic health care. Research shows 
that poorer communities bear the brunt of environmental problems.3 International financial 
institutions such as the World Bank promote resource based activities like mining as a 
pathway out of poverty. Yet despite the mineral wealth of many developing countries they 
often experience low economic growth and high poverty.4 This is due in part to the 
unsustainable uptake of resources which causes social and environmental damage. The impact 
on the developing world should therefore be a key part of a Thematic Strategy which aims to 
reduce the impacts of our resource use.  
 
The following components of sustainable resource use should be addressed within the 
strategy: 
 
• Environmental limits. It is widely recognised that the Earth can only sustain a certain 

amount of pollution and resource depletion. It cannot sustain existing levels of 
consumption, let alone six billion people consuming as much as Westerners do now. 
Global biodiversity is one good indicator of the stresses the planet is under. About 24 per 
cent of mammals and 12 per cent of bird species are currently regarded as globally 
threatened.5 The 6th Environmental Action Programme commits the EU to “halt the loss 
of biodiversity in the European Union and globally.” Climate change is another area 
where environmental limits are being breached: it is enshrined in the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change that there are limits on fossil fuel use.  

 
• Environmental justice. Environmental degradation hits the poorest hardest.6 Many of 

our resources come from developing countries and extracting and harvesting of these 
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resources generates waste which these countries must deal with; the waste associated with 
extracting minerals in particular can be huge. In addition we still dump vast amounts of 
our own waste in developing countries, such as electronic waste shipped to Asia7. The 
strategy must specifically address the impacts of the EU’s resource use on the poorer 
communities within Europe and the world.  

 
• Fair shares. European citizens are consuming far more than their fair share of resources. 

For instance, we consume about 5 times more aluminium than people in the South; we 
emit 7 times more CO2 than the average person in South Asia, and 3 times more CO2 than 
the average person in Latin America8. To address inequalities in resource use, the strategy 
must aim beyond limiting the impact of resource use in the EU; it should aim to redress 
the balance by reducing resource use in real terms. This would also support the 
Johannesburg implementation plan which calls (for example) for “initiatives to address 
the needs of those parts of the world that currently suffer from poverty and the highest 
rates of deforestation”.9  

 
In addition, ‘ecological debt’ is a concept that could help shape the strategy’s economic 
policy solutions. Ecological debt is the obligation that industrialised countries have to 
developing countries for the exploitation of natural resources from those countries such as oil, 
minerals, forests, biodiversity, indigenous knowledge and marine products10. Repaying the 
EU’s ecological debt could take the form of exporting resource efficiency technologies at low 
or zero cost to developing countries, direct financial transfers to support sustainable 
development and financial debt relief.  
 

 The strategy must be based on the concept of environmental limits. 
 The strategy must specifically address the impacts of the EU’s resource use on the poorer 

communities within Europe and the world. 
 To address inequalities in resource use, the strategy should aim to reduce resource use in 

real terms. 
 The strategy should identify policy measures that will recognise and begin the repayment 

of the EU’s ecological debt e.g. low-cost transfer of resource efficiency technology and 
capacity building as outlined in the Johannesburg Implementation Plan; reducing the 
EU’s resource use in real terms; and measures to ensure corporate accountability. 

 
1. Absolute decoupling of environmental impacts from economic 
growth 
 
Friends of the Earth Europe welcomes the statement in the Commission’s paper that the 
strategy should “focus on reducing environmental impacts.” The strategy must acknowledge 
that doing this requires an absolute decoupling of environmental impacts from economic 
growth. Relative decoupling tends to mean just resource efficiency, and resource efficiency 
measures alone will not deliver the objective of ensuring that “the consumption of renewable 
and non-renewable resources does not exceed the carrying capacity of the environment.” As 
demonstrated by the Commission’s communication (page 9) relative decoupling would not 
lead to reductions in environmental impacts, merely a slowing down of the increase in 
environmental impacts. 
 
The arguments for absolute decoupling are as follows: 
 
• The total environmental impacts of global resource use are too high. 
• EU citizens have a higher than average use of resources, therefore the EU’s impact should 

be reduced in proportion to its level of resource use. 
• The resources strategy is a long-term one. In 25 years, on current trends, developing 

countries will be using more resources. Global resource is thus likely to increase on a 
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massive scale. This creates even stronger arguments for the EU to reduce its impacts and 
its use of resources. 

 
 At the core of the Thematic Strategy should be the goal of absolute decoupling of 

environmental impacts from economic growth.  
 
Real reductions in resource use  
 
To achieve absolute decoupling between environmental impacts and economic growth, an 
overall reduction in resource use will be required. 
 
There are compelling arguments for reducing resource use, and not just the impacts of 
resource use. Firstly, reducing the extraction of a material such as bauxite is one clear way of 
reducing the impacts along the entire life-cycle of products made from bauxite. Secondly, 
significant negative environmental impacts result from the extraction and harvesting of 
materials including the threat to and loss of biodiversity at the source of extraction; the 
disruption or destruction of communities and loss of livelihoods at the source of extraction; 
waste generated; and greenhouse gas emissions generated, as illustrated by the specific 
examples below.  
 
• Destroying biodiversity:11 There are many examples of logging – both legal and illegal – 

destroying protected and valuable wildlife sites. For instance, in the last 30 years 
commercial logging has destroyed nearly three quarters of Indonesia’s rainforest. This is 
the world’s fastest rate of deforestation. The Indonesian rainforests are home to 
threatened species including the Orang-utan, Sumatran tiger, Sumatran rhino and Asian 
elephant. Timber company Asia Pulp and Paper, whose paper products are used in 
European countries, has cleared over 280,000 hectares of rainforest in the past decade and 
plans to cut another 300,000 over the next five years.  

 
• Devastating communities: One of the largest goldmines in the world is the Yanacocha 

mine in the Peruvian Andes. It is a 251 square km open pit mine located 18 km from the 
town of Cajamarca. The mining operation has caused problems with water contamination, 
air pollution, loss of medicinal plants and sick cattle. Farmer families displaced by the 
mine are moving into the city of Cajamarca where they have no way of making a living 
while the urban migration is tearing the communities’ social fabric apart. 

 
• Aggravating climate change: Smelting aluminium is one of the most energy-intensive 

activities associated with resource extraction. The average western European citizen uses 
22kg of aluminium a year. It takes 14 kilowatt hours to make 1kg of aluminium from 
alumina. Almost half the world’s primary aluminium is made using fossil fuels, making 
metal mining a major contributor to climate change. The Peruvian and Tanzanian mining 
sectors’ hunger for energy has caused electricity deficits and put significant pressure on 
these countries’ balance of payments due to increased energy imports. The West Africa 
Gas Pipeline will pipe gas from Nigeria through Benin and Togo in order to power gold 
mines in Ghana.  

 
• Generating waste: Metal mining is also extremely wasteful. In 1997 the gold industry 

moved and processed over 7,235 million tonnes of rock to extract just over 7,000 tonnes 
of gold - 99.99% was wasted. The Grasberg mine in West Papua is the world's largest 
gold producer and the third largest copper mine. It has been described as representing one 
of the world's worst known cases of environmental degradation and human right's abuses. 
In 2002, 230,000 tonnes of ore tailings were dumped into rivers every day. Mining 
tailings are regularly dumped in the ocean in South East Asia and the Pacific. The 
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practice is a cheap way of getting rid of mining waste. It is illegal in Europe, the USA, 
Canada and Australia. 

 
Thirdly, not all renewable resources are of the same quality. The resources strategy should 
take account of this. For instance, monoculture plantations are less able to support 
biodiversity than old-growth natural forests. Cutting old-growth natural forests also leads to a 
one-off emission of carbon dioxide even it the forest is replaced with monoculture 
plantations. 
 
The advantages of real reductions in resource use will be seen at EU level as well as globally. 
One clear economic and social benefit from reducing resource use is job creation. Replacing 
energy and materials use with labour and investing in resource conservation rather than 
exploitation can generate higher levels of employment. Sustainable forestry creates more and 
longer lasting jobs than clear-cutting. Energy efficiency and renewable energy technologies 
are more labour intensive than coal mining and fossil fuel power generation – and are often 
cheaper for consumers. Recycling and reuse require more skilled labour than landfilling 
wasted materials. 
 

 The strategy should follow the 6th Environmental Action Programme and seek to bring 
about a “diminished use of resources” in addition to resource efficiency. The long term 
goal of the Thematic Strategy should be to achieve a reduction of the environmental 
impact of resource use as well as real reductions in resource use.  

 
2. Setting targets 
 
The strategy should therefore set resource reduction targets for three reasons: to counter 
scarcity; to reduce environmental impacts; and to address the imbalance in resource use 
between countries.  
  
Friends of the Earth welcomes the distinction between the two problems associated with 
resource use: scarcity and environmental impacts. We agree that scarcity “would require 
setting targets to reduce the current and future use of natural resources” (page 10). We 
therefore recommend that the Commission does indeed set targets to reduce the use of 
resources for which it identifies scarcity to be an issue: fish, tropical timber and biodiversity 
(page 11).  
 
However, an overall reduction in resource use is needed regardless of whether a particular 
resource is scarce or not. We agree with the Commission that the “appropriate policy response 
would be to ensure that resource use does not lead to unacceptable environmental 
degradation” (page 10). To reverse unacceptable environmental degradation, a range of policy 
responses is appropriate that includes both resource efficiency and reducing resource use. 
 
The strategy should identify targets for reducing the EU’s use of resources, even if 
comprehensive and accurate data on resource flows are not yet available. Interim targets 
should be possible based on our current knowledge of material flows, and can be adapted 
once better data is collected on impacts.  
 
Measuring environmental impact 
 
There are a number of existing methodologies which measure resource flows and provide a 
way of setting targets for resource reductions. Friends of the Earth Europe supports the 
concept of ‘environmental space’ which is based on quantifying environmental limits (or 
carrying capacity) and dividing it fairly amongst all people expected to be living in a given 
reference year, such as 2050.12 Another measure of environmental impact is the ecological 
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footprint or rucksack approach which also draws on environmental limits to calculate the 
land-space of the resources we consume and the wastes we generate. Every existing 
methodology has its benefits and limits, but if this is used as an excuse to avoid setting targets 
for reduced consumption of resources, then the strategy will fail.  
 
The Strategy should therefore set out to establish what level of resource use is sustainable on 
Earth. How much fossil fuel can we burn each year within the acceptable constraints of 
climate change? How much wood can be cut each year without destroying a forest’s potential 
to yield as much timber in following years?  
 
Although Total Material Requirement (TMR) is a useful measurement of resource use (and 
includes indirect flows of materials) it does not measure the impact of different kinds of 
materials use. Other indicators should be used to get feedback on what is happening in the 
economy and society. The 6th Environmental Action Programme calls for the Integration of 
environmental concerns into other policies to be measured through indicators and 
benchmarking. The Thematic Strategy should therefore propose a set of indicators that 
measure quality of life against environmental damage, to see whether the two can be 
decoupled. The indicators should enable the Commission to focus on the most damaging 
resources and set targets that will reduce their use. The indicators should measure 
environmental impacts such as:  
 
• Global greenhouse gas emissions caused by EU demand for products (including those 

produced outside the EU) 
• Waste generated outside the EU as well as inside 
• Rate of land conversion (and what kind of conversion it is) 
• Biodiversity 
• Household consumption (of energy, water and materials). 
 

 The Thematic Strategy should launch a stakeholder process to develop indicators for the 
global impact of the EU’s resource use. Stakeholders would include community groups 
from developing countries that supply some of the EU’s resources.  

 
 The Thematic Strategy should set targets for an absolute reduction in resource use across 

the EU, based on the resources that give rise to the most significant environmental and 
social damage. 

 
3. Linking resource consumption and well-being 
 
The notion of sustainable development recognises that there is much more to progressively 
improving human well-being than simply increasing consumption and spending. It is well 
established that economic growth can generate social and environmental costs as well as 
benefits. The Communication identifies that ‘the drive for strong economic growth means that 
resources have to be used to support it’, which is true, even if we attempt to replace products 
with services. The Thematic Strategy is an opportunity to challenge the assumption that 
quality of life requires the consumption of more and more goods.  
 
The Thematic Strategy should therefore address the link between patterns of household 
consumption and resource use. The UK Government’s recent framework on sustainable 
consumption and production, which acknowledges that we need to understand this link better, 
illustrates that in some areas “the volume of consumer purchases is outstripping any gains 
made through the improved efficiency of the products".13 Car ownership is a good example: 
although the average new car has a better environmental performance and emits less 
pollution, CO2 emissions are still not falling fast enough because car use is growing. Car use 
also brings with it demands for road and parking space and waste disposal challenges. 
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In other words, resource efficiency or resource productivity will not be enough. To reduce the 
environmental impact of consumption we need to look at the types of consumption (and how 
they deliver quality of life) as well as improving the environmental efficiency of each type of 
consumption. 
 

 The strategy should address the link between the impacts of resource use and quality of 
life, and therefore address the behaviour of consumers. It should seek to make links with 
developing countries’ efforts towards sustainable consumption and production, building 
capacity on measures such as eco-labelling.  

 
4. Applying economic instruments 
 
The resources strategy should identify economic instruments that will underpin sustainable 
production as well as sustainable consumption by both householders and public bodies 
(sustainable procurement). This would help deliver the Johannesburg implementation plan 
which called for promotion of internalising environmental costs and using economic 
instruments to put in place the polluter pays principle; it also identified the need for public 
procurement policies that encourage development and diffusion of environmentally sound 
goods and services.14 
 
The 6th EAP says that “individual citizens make daily decisions that directly or indirectly 
impact the environment. Better quality and easily accessible information on the environment 
and on practical matters will help shape opinions and thus decisions”.15 For consumers it is 
very difficult to ‘go green’ when the products and services either don’t exist, are hard to find, 
or are more expensive. Shoppers may want to do the right thing environmentally, and opinion 
polls show that they do, but purse strings, old habits and heavily advertised branding are more 
likely to determine what they take home.  
 
This dynamic should be addressed in the Thematic Strategy as well as through Integrated 
Product Policy measures. The issue should not be ducked by asserting that consumer demand 
drives production. Again, this would lead to the inadequate conclusion that all we need is 
more resource efficiency and more consumer awareness. The gains of resource efficiency are 
often outweighed by increasing resource use, as already demonstrated; and increased 
consumer awareness does not necessarily lead to behaviour change.  
 
Economic instruments should be applied which will drive an increase in the choice of 
products which use minimal resources and create minimal waste. Measures to be considered 
should include:  
 
• a tax on virgin materials 
• subsidising the use of recycled materials in products 
• incentives at the point of purchase to buy recycled products 
• incentives for households to recycle 
• regulations for producers to recycle, minimise waste and minimise use of resources. 
 
Directives should be written in a way that allows Member States to achieve environmental or 
resource efficiency targets early, by using fiscal instruments. Good examples of this in 
practice are the EU vehicle excise and fuel quality directives. 
 

 The strategy should also set out the economic policy measures which could influence 
consumer behaviour as well as product efficiency. This should include looking at the 
feasibility of introducing a Europe-wide virgin materials or resources tax.  
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5. Measuring well-being  
 
One way of challenging the link between consumption of goods and quality of life is to apply 
a better measure of our quality of life or well-being than Gross Domestic Product. GDP, as 
the standard measure of economic growth, does not measure quality of life, social progress, 
poverty eradication, human development or environmental quality. At the same time, 
economic transactions relating to crime, ill-health and environmental damage (cleaning up oil 
spills for example) are given a positive value in GDP, even though they may reflect a 
deteriorating quality of life.16 
 
A further risk in relying on GDP to measure environmental and social progress is that 
continuing economic growth – along with consumption patterns – is likely to outstrip any 
efficiency gains or reductions in resource use that we achieve. 
 
Most research suggests that people’s quality of life is determined more by the quality of their 
working life, their family life and their overall relationships than the amount of consumption 
they can enjoy.17 Quality of life can be defined not just as something private to each 
individual, but as encompassing shared social goods, such as health, education, security, 
education, environment and social cohesion that affect all our lives.  
 
The Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) has been proposed as a better way of 
measuring welfare than GDP. It provides a way of looking at how sustainable welfare is 
changing over time. It works by measuring some untraded benefits like unpaid domestic work 
and subtracts the value of activities which don’t bring benefits to human welfare such as the 
treatment of pollution related illnesses. It also takes account of income inequality.18  
 
The Commission’s discussion paper (in section 5.4) lists the existing policies that could help 
reduce the impact of resource use. The Thematic Strategy should go further and identify the 
existing policies that will hinder reductions in environmental impact and resource use.   
 

 To establish a true picture of how the EU can reduce its resource use without damaging 
quality of life, the strategy should launch a stakeholder process to develop indicators 
other than GDP for measuring quality of life or well-being. 

 
6. Putting the strategy in its global context 
 
Finally, the EU resources strategy should be set in its global context. There is a competitive 
advantage for the EU in becoming more resource efficient, as demand for resources increases. 
In addition, global environmental degradation is a risk to global security. Last year the British 
Prime Minister acknowledged that environmental degradation, in particular climate change, 
as an issue as devastating in its potential impact as international terrorism19.  
 
One of the causes of unsustainable resource use is unregulated economic globalisation. The 
experience of Friends of the Earth International is that ever more liberal trade policies put 
sustainable and local businesses into competition with multinationals (often with very 
different goals and working rules), putting jobs on the line, threatening labour standards, 
encouraging over-consumption and offering no incentives for cutting pollution or clearing up 
environmental damage. Most of this damage occurs outside Europe. Trade rules and trade 
flows have already had severe, negative impacts on a broad range of environmental and social 
issues of concern to Friends of the Earth International’s member groups in the areas of 
agriculture and food, among others.20  
 
The priority given by most governments to encouraging unsustainable trade, economic 
globalisation and the pursuit of growth in GDP is contributing to declining quality of life for 
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many people. Trade that is fair, supported by trade rules that are fair, should support an EU 
resources strategy. The strategy should identify how and where unregulated trade is 
preventing the sustainable use of natural resources. 
 
One barrier to reducing the impact of the EU’s resource use is the power of companies to shift 
their investment. Multilateral environmental agreements are needed to counteract this. The 
EU should lobby for the primacy of MEAs, preventing the WTO overruling them, and for 
penalties on free-riders (countries which have not agreed the MEA). In addition, controls on 
transnational corporations are needed in order to prevent them lobbying against MEAs and 
EAs and shifting production to the free-riders. As suggested at the international expert 
meeting on the 10-year framework for sustainable consumption and production, SCP 
strategies like this Thematic Strategy should build on multilateral environmental 
agreements.21  
 
Rules should be established to make companies accountable and transparent in their use of 
natural resources. The Johannesburg Implementation Plan (section 18) called for action to 
enhance corporate environmental and social responsibility and accountability through 
measures such as reporting on environmental and social issues. Legislation should be 
introduced which mandates companies to produce annual reports explaining the significant 
social, environmental and economic impacts of their activities, including their use of natural 
resources. These should be independently verified.  
 
Voluntary codes of conduct, policies and targets agreed between companies and Member 
States have been shown time and time again to be ineffective. Rules are needed to ensure that 
free-riders do not compromise the commitment of those companies which do act responsibly. 
Such rules need to incorporate mandatory reporting – requiring companies to report annually 
on the impact of their operations, policies, products and procurement practices on people and 
the environment – and a duty on directors to take reasonable steps to reduce significant 
negative environmental and social impacts. 
 

 The strategy should outline how trade that is fair can contribute to more sustainable use 
of the world’s resources, and should set out the duties of all players, including 
corporations, in reducing resource use. 

 
Summary of recommendations 
 
1. The strategy must be based on the concept of environmental limits. 
2. The strategy must specifically address the impacts of the EU’s resource use on the poorer 

communities within Europe and the world. 
3. To address inequalities in resource use, the strategy should aim to reduce resource use in 

real terms. 
4. The strategy should identify policy measures that will recognise and begin the repayment 

of the EU’s ecological debt e.g. low-cost transfer of resource efficiency technology and 
capacity building as outlined in the Johannesburg Implementation Plan; reducing the 
EU’s resource use in real terms; and measures to ensure corporate accountability. 

5. At the core of the Thematic Strategy should be the goal of absolute decoupling of 
environmental impacts from economic growth.  

6. The strategy should follow the 6th Environmental Action Programme and seek to bring 
about a “diminished use of resources” in addition to resource efficiency. The long term 
goal of the Thematic Strategy should be to achieve a reduction of the environmental 
impact of resource use as well as real reductions in resource use.  
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7. The Thematic Strategy should launch a stakeholder process to develop indicators for the 
global impact of the EU’s resource use. Stakeholders would include community groups 
from developing countries that supply some of the EU’s resources.  

8. The Thematic Strategy should set targets for an absolute reduction in resource use across 
the EU, based on the resources that give rise to the most significant environmental and 
social damage. 

9. The strategy should address the link between the impacts of resource use and quality of 
life, and therefore address the behaviour of consumers. It should seek to make links with 
developing countries’ efforts towards sustainable consumption and production, building 
capacity on measures such as eco-labelling.  

10. The strategy should also set out the economic policy measures which could influence 
consumer behaviour as well as product efficiency. This should include looking at the 
feasibility of introducing a Europe-wide virgin materials or resources tax.  

11. To establish a true picture of how the EU can reduce its resource use without damaging 
quality of life, the strategy should launch a stakeholder process to develop indicators 
other than GDP for measuring quality of life or well-being. 

12. The strategy should outline how trade that is fair can contribute to more sustainable use of 
the world’s resources, and should set out the duties of all players, including corporations, 
in reducing resource use. 
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