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European economies depend on the use of natural resources – raw materials like metals, 
minerals, fuels, ecosystem goods such as timber but also land, water, fertile soil, biomass, 
clean air and eco-system services such as carbon sequestration and storage, purification of 
water, filtering of the air etc…. Whether the resources are used to make products, absorb 
emissions (soil, air and water) or both, they are central to the functioning of the economy 
and to our quality of life. 

The 2007 food and oil crisis and the growing threats from climate change highlight the 
tension between an ever-expanding global economic system and the exploitation of finite 
resources and overexploitation of ecosystems. It has become clear that simply carrying on as 
before is neither feasible nor desirable. Policies aimed at just reinvigorating consumer 
spending to kick-start growth again will not deliver in the long term and could undermine 
Europe's competitiveness in the global economy.  

There is growing awareness that resources are finite, constrained or being degraded. The 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment in 2005 concluded that more than 60% of the world's 
ecosystems are degraded and this trend is still ongoing. By 2050 the world population is 
expected to reach 9 billion, with higher levels of wealth and consumption. This will put more 
pressure on resources and increase market volatility, threatening the security of our supply. 

Barriers to a resource-efficient Europe 

The EU's economy has to make the most efficient use of resources to adapt to changing 
conditions of resource scarcity. However transition is significantly slowed by barriers that are 
not always fully dealt with by current policy:   

• Our economic system still does not take proper account of the damage done by 
inefficient resource use – particularly the long-term social and environmental costs are 
often neglected – even though we have succeeded in putting a price on CO2 emissions. 

• When taking decisions, individuals and businesses tend to give short-term 
considerations more weight, so collectively we under-invest in innovation and change 
in the economy and in policymaking.  

• We are often locked into existing infrastructure, patterns of behaviour, policies and 
business models, which are mainly driven by short-term profit, making the necessary 
structural changes more difficult – we tend to be slow in changing technologies and the 
ways we do things.  

• Inconsistencies in policy reduce the strength and clarity of market signals steering 
private investment.  

• Our policy tools have little scope for influencing product and production standards 
outside the EU. 

To achieve a resource-efficient Europe, we need to change our behaviour patterns as 
consumers and as producers, and innovatively transform our agricultural, industrial, energy 
and transport systems. The EU has a successful track record of gradual change, with 
challenges turned into opportunities: new industries have developed – IT, 



telecommunications, renewable energies, waste-recycling – providing new jobs for the 
European population and contributing to economic growth. 

Shifting to focus on a resource-efficient Europe 

The resource-efficient Europe flagship initiative of the Europe 2020 strategy builds on 
sustainable development. Its aim is to support the shift towards a low-carbon economy that 
makes the best possible use of all natural resources throughout their life cycle, with 
maximum economic output and minimum environmental impact. The aim is not only to 
decouple economic growth from resource use, but also to identify and create new 
opportunities for economic growth and strengthen EU competitiveness, while respecting 
carbon, resource, and fiscal constraints.  

The resource-efficient Europe calls for urgent and coherent action across a wide range of 
policy areas. The Commission's Communication on a resource-efficient Europe (26 January 
2011) sets the general framework for further Commission initiatives in the area of resource 
efficiency. One of the building blocks of this framework is the Roadmap for a resource-
efficient Europe, which will aim at: 

• Improving resource efficiency and decoupling growth from resource use by 2020. 

• Reducing the impact of resource use on other resources, with greater focus on 
interactions. 

• Managing our renewable resources (including ecosystems) to maximise the services 
they provide us and keep within the limits of the ecosystems that supply us with stable 
conditions for survival. 

• Stimulating greater innovation across the economy, to deliver the structural change 
needed to create the right conditions for a resource efficient economy. 

 
Within a vision of where we would like to be in 2050, the preparation of the Roadmap will 
explore resource efficiency objectives for 2020 and beyond as well as looking at the 
pathways to meet them. The initial focus will be on certain cross-cutting themes that apply 
to all resources, such as consumption, market-based instruments including taxation, and 
innovation. There also needs to be a specific focus on key resources, based on life-cycle and 
value-chain thinking, such as the sustainable provision and use of materials, water, food and 
land use. 
 
This work will need to be supported by the development of the knowledge base and 
operational indicators and measurement methods. Finally, creating the policy framework 
needed for a resource-efficient Europe will require broadly inclusive processes and effective 
governance as part of Europe 2020 framework, as well as strong political support from a 
range of actors including the innovative sectors of business.  
 

This ambitious agenda for a resource-efficient Europe also responds and contributes to a 
wide body of work in Member States and international organisations with the same goals: 
e.g. OECD work on green growth, the Asian Development Bank and the UNEP Green New 
Deal and the International Panel for Sustainable Resource Management. 

Finally, this consultation is being conducted simultaneously with a complementary 
consultation about a strategy and action plan for the bio-based economy by 2020. This 



consultation looks at resource efficiency issues within bioeconomy sectors among other 
aspects, such as contribution to addressing societal challenges, innovation potential, and 
importance cross-sectoral linkages in the bioeconomy.  Access to the bio-economy 
consultation is at 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/consultations/bioeconomy/consultation_en.htm 

http://ec.europa.eu/research/consultations/bioeconomy/consultation_en.htm

