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MINUTES 6
TH

 (final 27.09.2016) EXPERT GROUP MEETING ON  

 

GREENING THE EUROPEAN SEMESTER,  

 

Joint meeting with  

 

NATIONAL EXPERTS ON THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPLEMENTATION REVIEW (EIR) INITIATIVE 

 

14
TH

 SEPTEMBER 2016, BRUSSELS   
 

 
 

I. Closed part of meeting (Member States, European Commission, EEA) 

Welcome & opening  

Aurel Ciobanu-Dordea (ACD, COMM-ENV) welcomed the participants to this sixth meeting of the 

Expert Group on Greening the European Semester as well as the newly appointed Environmental 

Implementation Review (EIR) national coordinators. As on previous occasions, the Chatham House Rule
1
 

was followed. 25 Member States, the EEA as well as several Commission services were present. The 

agenda was adopted. The minutes of the previous meeting on 15 January 2016 were approved and were 

already on the website 'Greening the European Semester'.
2
  

Environmental Implementation Review: general comments and dealing with challenges 

ACD summarized the purpose of the EIR, which is to make the best of existing legislation and policies. 

Implementation is important for the credibility of the EU and the health of our citizens. The focus of the 

EIR is on implementation gaps and identifying their root causes using a collaborative approach 

complementary to enforcement procedures. As the nature of implementation gaps differs in substance and 

area per country, the intention of the EIR is to have a cooperative and convergent approach to address 

those gaps with each Member States bilaterally but also collectively as regards common causes of 

implementation gaps.  

As announced in the EIR Communication
3
 of May this year, the Commission would draft 28 country 

reports presenting the key challenges and achievements in environmental implementation in the Member 

States. These reports have been shared with the Environmental Director Generals in the Member States in 

July to check the accuracy of the analysis in reports until 20th September. ACD invited the participants to 

share their views on general methodological questions related to the EIR country reports and on the 

structure of the foreseen dialogues in 2017. 

A number of Member States expressed positive feedback on the approach taken in the reports and 

appreciated the Commission's work. However, it was noted that often data were outdated or inaccurate in 

certain reports. ACD acknowledge this and reiterated that the Commission has used all available data from 

                                                        
1 "When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule, participants are free to use the information received, 

but neither the identity nor the affiliation of the speaker(s), nor that of any other participant, may be revealed." See more at: 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/about/chatham-house-rule#sthash.7xc37use.dpuf 
2 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm 
3 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2016:316:FIN  
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Eurostat, the EEA and Member States' reports. He encouraged the Member States to update the reports 

accordingly in their feedback.  

Some Member States raised concerns about the administrative burden they already experienced with the 

factual check of the reports. Others expressed the wish to have a second chance to look at the reports 

before they will be published by the end of this year. The Commission clarified that there would be no 

second round before publication but that significant issues would be solved bilaterally. The Commission 

would make clear to Member States how their comments were considered. 

The question was raised how the EIR process is related to the OECD Environmental Performance Review. 

ACD clarified that the structure and the aim of the two initiatives differ in the sense that the OECD's cycle 

is a lot longer. In addition, the OECD does not have the same policy and legal responsibility as the 

Commission and the Member States within the Union, and their performance reviews have a wider scope. 

One important feature of the EIR is that it seeks to raise awareness at an early stage to solve systemic 

environmental implementation problems in order to avoid having to resort to enforcement.  

Similarly, the relationship between the EIR and the European Semester was not clear to all participants. 

Ion Codescu (IC, COMM-ENV) explained that the EIR is partly a result of the fact that greening the 

economy, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the environment are not sufficiently integrated 

in the CSRs, Semester country reports, and the AGS.  

Furthermore, IC explained that the EIR is a tool to strengthen the integration of environmental issues in 

other policies. It is therefore not only addressed to environmental authorities but also to other ministries 

and stakeholders to stimulate debates and progress regarding environmental integration. The EIR reports 

include suggested actions to advance environmental implementation in addition to what the Commission 

already does on enforcement and compliance assurance.   

As questions were raised regarding the added value of the EIR, ACD highlighted three aspects in this 

regard: 

(1) The individual aspect, which is awareness raising and focussing the political attention on key 

implementation challenges in each Member State before environmental implementation problems require 

legal procedures. The EIR country reports form the basis of these efforts. 

(2) The comparative aspect, which refers to mutual learning and exchange of good practices. Countries 

facing difficulties in certain areas may improve their implementation by learning from other Member 

States and their expertise. The EIR process seeks to identify these practices inter alia in the country 

reports and to facilitate the exchange of expertise.  

(3) The collective aspect, which refers to the Commission and the Member States' collective effort to 

ensure the timely implementation of agreed policy and legal commitments. An example given was the 

elimination of environmentally harmful subsidies by 2020, which is a commitment in the 7
th
 EAP. To 

achieve this goal by 2020, collective and preventive action is required already now in 2016.  

IC emphasized that if existing efforts were sufficient, we would not have this initiative. To avoid too much 

reliance on infringements, the EIR tries to go deeper into the root causes of bad implementation. These 

causes often cannot be fixed through infringement procedures as it is difficult to go beyond the scope of 

the problem and there is limited time and capacity.   
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IC further clarified that the Commission is currently drafting a synthesis paper as a chapeau document that 

would accompany the 28 country reports. The publication is foreseen at the end of this year. This 

document will summarize the main findings and conclusions, as well as good practices found in the 

reports and it could possibly be presented to the ministers in the Council early next year under the Maltese 

Presidency. Depending on what the Council will request, we could go into more detail in certain topics 

(the 'issue papers' mentioned in the EIR Communication). Several Member States agreed that there would 

be an added value in discussing common challenges and causes of implementation gaps.  

The relevance of having climate change and energy in the country reports was discussed. ACD explained 

that the intention is to examine their inclusion in the 2
nd

 EIR cycle.  

Regarding the foreseen 2017 EIR country dialogues, it was agreed that the country meetings should be, as 

much as possible, aligned with existing planned meetings, such as package meetings. The objectives of 

those meetings should be made very clear and take into account specific circumstances and needs of each 

Member State. Furthermore, it was suggested to have, besides the Council, certain regional group 

meetings of Member States on specific topics and this was also welcomed by the Commission. 

ACD closed the session by stating that the Commission will reflect over the next months about the country 

dialogues and their dynamics and architecture. The discussions could be continued at the next meeting in 

January, but for dialogues during the first half of 2017 planning has to start before January. 

Semester and Annual Growth Survey 2017 

Louis Meuleman (LM, COMM-ENV) stated that the preparation of the new Semester round has started. 

As usual, there will be an Annual Growth Survey (AGS) adopted in November. There are no huge 

changes foreseen. Some elements to underline are that: the Semester country reports will probably be 

shorter; the Commission intends to work closer with the Member States during this Semester, but it has 

not been decided how exactly (maybe sharing draft versions of the Reports); there are no a priori no-go 

areas as regards the topics to be covered, as long as they are macro-economically relevant. 

He added that there are overlaps with the EIR country reports, for example on circular economy (CE) and 

environmental taxation, and reform of public administration. This information in the EIR country reports 

might also be useful for the Member States when preparing the National Reform Programmes. He 

concluded that it will be important to focus on those parts of the CE that can be translated in a concrete 

way into macro-economic impacts e.g. on public procurement, investments in eco-innovation, sustainable 

construction, critical minerals, flooding, and reducing waste, etc. ENV is working closely with GROW to 

develop such ideas in view of the AGS 2017. 

Two Member States asked for clarification on links to the revision of the Agenda 2020 and the future 

Commission Communication on SDGs.  LM replied that the Agenda 2020 and SDGs are more longer term 

than the Semester which is annual in its focus. He was complemented by Albane Demblans (COMM-SG) 

who added that the Communication on SDGs will show how the Commission's agenda and priorities 

contribute to the achievement of SDGs; furthermore, the Commission continues to implement the Europe 

2020 strategy and continues its monitoring through the European Semester. ACD added the adoption of 

the SDGs in New York in September 2015 was a watershed moment leading to an intense internal 

reflection inside the Commission, meaning the Communication has been delayed to November. 
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In the ensuing discussion, another Member State was concerned that the EIR might lead to disappearance 

of the environment in the Semester process, and underlined that the ENV Council should stay active in 

following the Semester and the post 2020 strategy. Indeed, this Member States strongly supported the 

integration of the main EIR issues of macro-economic importance into the European Semester 2017. The 

impact of the transition to green economy, resource- and energy efficiency, on jobs creation and on the 

competitiveness of EU enterprises should be better reflected in the European Semester cycle. This 

Member State strongly encouraged the Commission to keep developing its expertise on this topic and to 

develop statistics and environmental accounts in this regard;  recommended including support for new 

business models and new value-chains that enable the transition to a CE in the AGS chapter on 'structural 

reforms for modernizing our economies';  encouraged the Commission to proactively reflect on how to 

make the link between the SDGs on greening the economy, the greening of the European Semester and the 

growth strategy post-2020.  They added that even if climate change is not (yet) in the scope of the EIR, it 

should not be left aside from the European Semester process. Indeed, in the context of ongoing 

negotiations on climate change and in the light of COP21, the macro-economic consequences of 

developing a low-carbon economy should be better taken into account in the European Semester 2017. 

Finally, this Member State highlighted the importance of greening financing tools - at European and 

national levels to make adequate financial resources available to support a circular and a low-carbon 

economy. To do so, the European Semester 2017 should focus on two types of action: i) mainstreaming 

environmental considerations in financing and fiscal tools (at European level: EFSI, MFF and at national 

level: fiscal reform, subsidy policies); ii) supporting public and private investments in technology, 

activities and infrastructures that are compatible with circular and low-carbon economy. 

LM replied that officially the Juncker Commission 10 Priorities, the Semester, SDGs, Europe 2020 and 

the EIR are separate processes but that they are indeed linked. Therefore, the EIR does not imply that the 

environmental dimension in the Semester should decrease.  Indeed, the EIR Communication of May 2016 

clearly states that the EIR will help better articulate the input in European Semester. Furthermore, in both 

the EIR and the Semester, the quality of public administration is a very important topic. ACD added that 

over the past years there has been an increased focus in the Semester on the top macro-economic issues, 

based on the low level of take up of the CSRs by Member States. This focussing has led to the absence of 

environmental issues in the CSRs. The genesis of the EIR might be a consequence of this focusing in the 

content of the CSRs but it does not decrease the importance of environmental issues in the Semester 

country reports. Indeed, the emphasis has shifted towards CE where ENV has a shared interest with other 

Commission DGs such as GROW. The Commission services will ensure an effective dovetailing of 

sectoral reports such as those for the Semester and the EIR. 

 

2. Open session: EU Member States and Norway, Commission services, EEA, GBE, EEB, Bank 

Watch, CAN Europe 

 

Greening the Semester & EIR during the Slovak Presidency of the Council (waiting for OK by 

Milan) 

Milan Chrenko (MC, Director-General Environment SK) presented the environmental priorities of the 

Slovak Presidency. These are climate change, CE (waste package), biodiversity and water. Other priorities 

include chemicals, air quality and horizontal issues such as the EIR and SDGs. He announced the 

upcoming Presidency and Council meetings on 17 October and 19 December 2016 in Luxembourg. An 
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important meeting on 6-7 September in Bratislava with the presence of the Commission, the OECD, and 

the EEA resulting in a proposal to establish the 'Bratislava Green Economy Process', which will be 

presented at the OECD environmental ministerial meetings in Paris on 28-29 September. It will also be the 

basis for the lunch discussion at the October ENV Council. The main purpose of the process would be to 

create the opportunity to bring together different stakeholders also beyond the EU. The Committee of the 

Region welcomed the broader scope of the Bratislava process on the green economy and not focussing 

only on CE. 

Balasz Harvath (EEB) asked what has been discussed already in the context of the foreseen review of the 

Water Framework Directive by 2019 and whether other stakeholders would be involved in this process. 

MC replied that there has been a discussion at an informal environment Council and an informal energy 

Council back to back with a ministerial conference on water management in July 2016. The conference 

was open to other countries and stakeholders to have a broader audience.  

 

Round Table: Mainstreaming the green and circular economy 

Benjamin Simmons (BS, Green Growth Knowledge Platform (GGKP)) described how the Platform he co-

ordinates, comprising 50 partners, is based on two premises: i) that good policy requires knowledge, and 

ii) that large-scale change requires collaboration. The GGKP strategy has three pillars: i) sharing 

knowledge through annual conferences & a webinar series; ii) managing knowledge through a web 

platform, based on several databases from partners (including on European commitments and on best 

practices), creating library resources with individual pages by country, sector and theme, including links to 

SDGs; and iii) generating knowledge through identifying major knowledge gaps, addressing them by 

promoting collaboration and coordination research (6 research committees), including one on trade and 

competitiveness and one on green growth and the law. In response to a question about including 

environmental nexus in the GGKP as these could be helpful in the EIR process, BS stated their next 

conference was addressing resilient infrastructure and he added that green growth itself was a nexus that 

can be linked to a specific SDG. IC noted that the EIR country reports could use the GGKP as a resource.  

Balasz Harvath (EEB) stated that a green and CE needs a change in systems and a change in thinking of 

how economies function (new systemic thinking). Furthermore, he stated that what we miss in CE are 

headline targets, e.g. a target on resource efficiency, which would be reflected in policy-making. He 

underlined that there is a water use target in CE but that this only is relevant if it can be put into the 

context of the whole water management and biodiversity system of an area. The green economy should 

also include consideration of the preservation and conservation of our basic assets such as soil and species. 

The tools to reach such goals could be fiscal levers, including the phasing out of subsidies that are harmful 

for the environment. Without such actions it will be difficult to make the economy viable in the long 

term.  He concluded by stating that the SDG agenda gives good opportunity to introduce a new systemic 

thinking. 

Expanding our knowledge and understanding of realities and of how public policies work 

Jon Parker (JP, COMM-ENV) described a new two year Commission-funded research project called 

CIRCULAR IMPACTS starting 01.10.16 with DE, BE & NL partner institutions. Its main objective is to 

improve the evidence base for the European Semester but its outputs will also be highly relevant for the 

EIR. The outputs will be: an assessment of macro-economic, environment and societal cost/benefits of 

resource efficiency and CE; an identification of key indicators and models for policy makers and other 
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stakeholders; formulation of integrated visions and quantitative scenarios; developing case studies (to be 

chosen from a short-list) on CE processes (e.g. sustainable construction, biochemical, sharing economy, 

renewable energy, etc.); and policy-oriented events.  JP mentioned the project should be closely followed 

by the Commission services and this Expert Group would be kept informed of progress.  

JP then described a service contract running to June 2017 managed by ENV on capacity building, 

programmatic development and communication in the field of environmental taxation and budgetary 

reform. Its objectives are: stimulating update of market-based instruments in the field of environmental 

policy by encouraging civil society organisations to participate in policy making; building up a knowledge 

base on local taxes and resources; and creating networks. The outputs will be an inventory of local 

instruments; an analysis of effectiveness, efficiency and distributional impacts; workshops and local 

events; and local events. 

JP concluded that the assessment of the macro-economic importance of the CE would be a major 

breakthrough for the European Semester and EIR. 

The Member States found all three presentations of value as parallel activities were going on and 

duplication must be eliminated. BS thought the RTD project and the study could help the work of their 

new Committee on CE.  

Some Member States are doing progressive work on developing alternative indicators of relevance to the 

CE such as Italy (the BES indicates), Austria (HOW Austria), and the Netherlands.  The parliament in the 

latter country is due to adopt conclusions on how to measure SDGs. They are waiting for the Commission 

to come forward with proposals of indicators on how to measure CE.  There is also a Nordic cooperation 

that has started work on developing CE indicators. 

Any other business; conclusions 

ACD mentioned that the Commission is working on the fitness check on reporting, where the second stage 

will concern identification of key performance indicators. In this context the Commission will take into 

account the work on SDGs and other developments and keep this Expert Group informed.  

LM mentioned that it was just announced that within the 2017 priorities of the Commission, the 

modernisation and simplification of CAP to maximise its contribution to the Commission's political 

priorities and to the SDGs is included.
 4
 

The next meeting will be held on 26th January 2017. 

                                                        
4 See http://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwj_-

ved75PPAhXFQJoKHRubBqcQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Feuropa.eu%2Frapid%2Fattachment%2FSPEECH-16-

3043%2Fen%2FSOTEU%2520brochure%2520EN.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHTXAVsIlcalERPh5scOdiCu7xWlA&sig2=dkwqqiOddP4

C-xvglnUz7A , p. 27. 

http://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwj_-ved75PPAhXFQJoKHRubBqcQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Feuropa.eu%2Frapid%2Fattachment%2FSPEECH-16-3043%2Fen%2FSOTEU%2520brochure%2520EN.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHTXAVsIlcalERPh5scOdiCu7xWlA&sig2=dkwqqiOddP4C-xvglnUz7A
http://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwj_-ved75PPAhXFQJoKHRubBqcQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Feuropa.eu%2Frapid%2Fattachment%2FSPEECH-16-3043%2Fen%2FSOTEU%2520brochure%2520EN.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHTXAVsIlcalERPh5scOdiCu7xWlA&sig2=dkwqqiOddP4C-xvglnUz7A
http://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwj_-ved75PPAhXFQJoKHRubBqcQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Feuropa.eu%2Frapid%2Fattachment%2FSPEECH-16-3043%2Fen%2FSOTEU%2520brochure%2520EN.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHTXAVsIlcalERPh5scOdiCu7xWlA&sig2=dkwqqiOddP4C-xvglnUz7A
http://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwj_-ved75PPAhXFQJoKHRubBqcQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Feuropa.eu%2Frapid%2Fattachment%2FSPEECH-16-3043%2Fen%2FSOTEU%2520brochure%2520EN.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHTXAVsIlcalERPh5scOdiCu7xWlA&sig2=dkwqqiOddP4C-xvglnUz7A

