
Persistent smog kills thousands in 

London leading to new Clean Air Act.

Jacques Cousteau and Prince 

Rainier III of Monaco publicly 

oppose French proposal 

to dump radioactive waste 

into the Mediterranean Sea, and the 

plan is dropped.
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World Wildlife Fund 

is launched. 
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Silent Spring, Rachel Carson’s book 

on how pesticides damage the 

environment, gives birth to the 

green movement in the West. 
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Signing of the Berne Accord to 

protect the River Rhine shows early 

transboundary co-operation on water 

preservation. 

World Conservation Union (IUCN) adopts 

resolution to limit international trade in 

endangered species of wild fauna and fl ora, 

leading to the CITES Convention in 1975.1
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Directive on classifi cation, packaging 

and labelling of dangerous 

substances is the fi rst piece of 

European legislation to impact on 

the environment.
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Accidental release of endosulfan insecticide 

pollutes more than 600 km of the Rhine, 

killing over 20 million fi sh.1
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GROWING AWARENESS

Greenpeace is launched.
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First United Nations Conference on the Human 

Environment, in Stockholm, establishes the 

UN Environment Programme (UNEP).

Paris Summit’s call for environmental action leads to setting 

up of the European Commission’s Environment and Consumer 

Protection Service in 1973, and launch of the fi rst European 

Environment Action Programme.
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Seven Baltic coastal states sign the Helsinki Convention, 

bringing all the pollution sources around an entire sea 

under the jurisdiction of a single convention for the fi rst 

time ever. 

Scientists F. Sherwood Rowland and Mario Molina suggest for 

the fi rst time that CFCs damage the ozone layer.

World population reaches 4 billion.

1
9

7
4

A CHALLENGING FUTURE...

FIRST RESPONSES

TANGIBLE ACHIEVEMENTS

50 YEARS OF PROTECTING EUROPE’S ENVIRONMENT

Waste Framework Directive promotes 

waste prevention, recycling and reuse.
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Accidental release of dioxins in Seveso, Italy, leads to Seveso Directive I (1982) and 

II (1996), designed to prevent major accidents involving dangerous substances.

Bathing Water Directive: pioneering legislation protecting bathers from health 

risks and safeguarding the environment – revised in 2006.
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Barcelona Convention sets out 

to reduce pollution and protect 

the marine environment in the 

Mediterranean Sea.
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Oil tanker Amoco Cadiz spills 68 million 

gallons off  the coast of France.
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Partial meltdown of Three Mile Island nuclear power plant (US) casts 

doubt on the future of nuclear energy.

World Meteorological Organisation sponsors the fi rst 

World Climate Conference. 

Directive on the conservation of wild birds is the fi rst major 

European nature conservation law. 1
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Directive establishing minimum quality 

and control standards for drinking water 

– upgraded in 1998.
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UN Convention on the Law of the Sea imposes 

environmental standards for all the world’s 

oceans and seas. 
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UN Convention on Long Range Transboundary 

Air Pollution enters into force to cut air 

pollution across borders. 1
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UK scientist Joseph Farman discovers 

‘ozone hole’ over Antarctica, leading to 

the 1987 Montreal Protocol, banning the 

production of CFCs by the year 2000. 
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Chernobyl nuclear reactor explodes in Ukraine, 

spreading radioactive contamination for 

thousands of kilometres. 
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Basel Convention sets rules limiting generation and 

controlling international transport of hazardous waste.
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UN warns of dangers if 2°C rise in global 

temperature by 2025 is exceeded and 

recommends worldwide reduction in CO
2
 

emissions.

Adoption of two Directives limiting the use 

and deliberate release of genetically modifi ed 

organisms (GMOs) – revised in 2001.

1
9

9
0

Community legislation to protect waters from nitrate 

pollution caused by agricultural fertilisers, urban 

wastewater treatment, and hazardous substances. 
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UN Conference on Environment and Development (Rio Earth Summit) agrees

- Agenda 21, a comprehensive action plan for sustainable development, 

- Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 

-  Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Statement of Forest Principles,

- Rio principles: 20/25 guidelines to promote sustainability.

Directive on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and fl ora: 

the basis – together with the Birds Directive – for the Natura 2000 network.
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Maastricht Treaty confers EU policy status on 

environmental action.1
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European Environment Agency (EEA) starts work in Copenhagen 

and publishes the fi rst pan-European review of the state of the 

environment in 1995. 

Directive on packaging and packaging waste focuses on collection 

and recovery.
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UN Commission on Sustainable Development establishes 

the intergovernmental panel on forests (today’s UN Forum 

on Forests) to tackle deforestation.
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Directive on ambient air quality assessment and management aims to improve 

air quality in Europe.

Directive on integrated pollution prevention and control (IPPC) to minimise 

pollution from industrial sources.
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Kyoto Protocol adopted, including legally-binding commitments for 

industrialised countries to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 2012 

– enters into force in 2005.  
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Warmest year on record with global average surface temperature reaching 14.52°C.

Århus Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice in Environmental 

Matters links environmental and human rights for the fi rst time.

EU Forest Strategy supports sustainable forest management.

International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River (ICPDR) created to implement the Danube Convention 

and protect the longest river in Europe.

Rotterdam Convention on the implementation of the Prior Informed Consent procedure.
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Amsterdam Treaty makes environment policy a key EU political objective.

Oil tanker Erika breaks up, spilling toxic chemicals onto the French coast.

Directive tackles environmental damage from waste landfi ll sites.

World population reaches 6 billion. 1
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Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety added to the Convention on Biological Diversity, to guard against the risks 

to biodiversity from living modifi ed organisms created by modern biotechnology.

Water Framework Directive aims to get citizens involved in cleaning up Europe’s waters by 2012.

EU legislation on waste incineration to cut air, water and soil pollution and risks to human health; and 

on end-of-life vehicles, highlighting producers’ responsibilities. 
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European Commission publishes the Biodiversity Action Plan for the conservation of natural resources.

Launch of Clean Air for Europe (CAFE) programme, contributing to the development of the Thematic 

Strategy on Air Pollution.  

European Gothenburg Council declaration on A Sustainable Europe for a better world: A European 

Strategy for Sustainable Development.
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World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, South Africa, sets goals: to halve the number of people without 

sanitation by 2015 and minimise harm from chemical production, amongst others.

Oil tanker Prestige spills 77 000 tonnes of oil off  the Galician coast – legislation on double-hull vessels introduced.

Legislation on hazardous substances in electrical and electronic equipment aims to tackle growing waste from these sources 

and make producers more responsible.  

European Mobility Week and Car-free Day launched.
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Regulation on the traceability and labelling of GMOs.

European heatwave provokes health crisis and crop damage.

Forest fi res raging across southern Europe lead to the Forest Focus scheme.
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EU launches Environmental Technologies Action Plan to encourage green industrial innovation and development.

 Enlargement extends EU environmental legislation to ten new Member States.   

Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) enters into force.

European Environment Agency and European Commission launch award-winning European Pollutant Emissions Register (EPER).

EU’s INSPIRE (Infrastructure for Spatial Information in the Community) network aims to improve quality of national data such as 

satellite images, temperature and rainfall records. 
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EU Emission Trading Scheme (EU ETS) becomes the world’s fi rst international greenhouse gas emissions trading scheme. 

World’s hottest year since records began.

Eurobarometer survey shows that nearly nine out of ten citizens believe policy in areas such as the economy and employment should take 

account of environmental factors.
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REACH regulation on control of industrial chemicals formally adopted. 

Legislation proposed to include civil aviation in the EU ETS from 2011 onwards, 

to reduce the climate change impact of air travel.

EU Action Plan on Halting the loss of biodiversity by 2010 – and beyond is adopted.2
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Accession of Romania and Bulgaria further extends the geographical reach of EU environment policy.   

Commission proposes new Energy Policy for Europe to combat climate change and boost energy security and 

competitiveness, and sets global target of a 30% cut in greenhouse gas emissions from developed countries by 

2020. As a fi rst step towards this objective, the EU commits to reducing its emissions by at least 20% over this 

period, irrespective of what other countries decide.
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World Meteorological Organisation and UNEP establish 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).

Large Combustion Plant Directive aims to reduce acidifi cation, 

ground level ozone, and particulate matter emissions from large 

combustion plants throughout Europe.
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Single European Act incorporates environmental 

protection into the Treaty of Rome: a turning point for 

EU environment policy.

The Brundtland Report, Our Common Future, defi nes sustainable 

development as “a form of development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs”.

World population reaches 5 billion.
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