
 

Minutes 
Expert Group Greening the European Semester / 

Environmental Implementation Review 
7th meeting of the Expert Group of representatives of the EU Member States' 

Environment Ministries, Brussels 

Thursday 26 January 2017 

Restricted session: EU Member States and Norway, Commission services, OECD, UNECE, 
ENCORE, EEA 
 

1) Approval of the agenda and of the minutes of previous meeting 

COM1 welcomed participants to this 7th meeting of the Expert Group. Twenty-seven Member 
States had registered, and besides colleagues from ENV, also present were representatives from 
10 other Commission Directorate Generals2, and the European Environment Agency (EEA). The 
Council Secretariat was present. The proposed agenda was approved, with the addition of the 
EEA presenting its "Environmental indicator report 2016", which is in support to the monitoring 
of the 7th Environment Action Programme. The minutes of the last meeting on 14.09.16 were 
approved. 

2) Nature of the meeting 

The meeting was the 7th Expert Group on Greening the European Semester. Following a joint 
meeting of this Expert Group with experts dealing with the Environmental Implementation 
Review on 14.09.16, the Commission decided to expand the scope and membership of this 
Expert Group. Henceforth, the Group is renamed, 'the Expert Group Greening the European 
Semester / Environmental Implementation Review'.  

The Expert Group meetings are not public. There is a dedicated webpage in which all documents 
are rendered publically available after approval by the EU Member States of the draft minutes3.  

Proceedings are split into two parts: 1) A restricted section with the EU Member States and 
Norway, Commission services, OECD, UNECE, ENCORE4, EEA; 2) an open session: EU Member 
States and Norway, Commission services, OECD, UNECE, ENCORE, EEA, International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Green Budget Europe, WWF Europe, European 
Environmental Bureau, CEE-BankWatch, Business Europe. 

COM mentioned that the UNECE had been invited for the first time to this meeting as they also 
perform Environmental Performance Review for non-OECD countries, and this was approved by 
the restricted section members. 

Chatham House rules are followed for the interventions of Member States, except for the 
intervention of the current EU presidency5. 

                                                           
1
 The shortened version 'COM' is used rather than 'Commission' when referring to oral interventions 

made during the meeting. COM unless otherwise specified is COM(ENV). 

2
 SG, ECFIN, GROW, EMPL, RTD, ENER, ECHO, JRC, TAXUD, EASME 

3
 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm 

4
 Environmental Conference of the Regions of Europe 

5
 Everything said can be quoted, but not with mentioning who said what. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm
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3) List of points discussed 

3.1 Environmental Implementation Review (EIR): The next steps 

COM reminded the Expert Group of the steps already taken since the EIR Communication in 
May 2016. It is necessary to focus on implementation of adopted rules. This is important in the 
eyes of citizens, as well as for us and on the world stage. The EIR gives a more strategic view of 
the main environmental challenges. It allows drawing lessons from our enforcement activities 
and to try to anticipate on implementation challenges. 

The draft EIR reports had been circulated over the summer, and the Commission had taken on 
board what was possible. The package will be adopted in the early days of February (03.02.17), 
consisting of a Communication with a horizontal analysis, an Annex with Suggested Actions, and 
28 analytical Country Reports.  

COM concluded that now we must decide how to work together, both politically and 
technically. We would start today with brainstorming in 7 small groups.  

Below are the proposals made in the working groups by theme: 

Define the actors involved: environmental ministers; DGs level (meeting on 09.02.17); national 
level; NGOs; industries; other ministries; this Expert Group. 

Country Dialogues: these should involve environment ministries & other ministries; look into 
root causes; organisation is up to the Member States; organise the structure and level of 
country visits; first part at higher level and then at technical level; not only in capital cities but 
also in regions where problems exist; change issues for discussion depending on the audience; 
meetings with neighbouring countries in the region; format to reflect the different political 
situation in each Member State e.g. with elections; Commission should produce ideas; circular 
economy/innovation are new topics, and the Commission could organise sessions on these; 
hold regional dialogues without intervention by national level; involve Committee of the 
Regions (but inform the national EIR contact points if contacts are made to Committee of the 
Regions members). 

Stakeholder involvement: meetings involving other ministries; Natura 2000 issues in some 
Member States are dealt with at different administrative levels; hold more informal meetings – 
not just environmental, but with other ministries; smaller meetings are better as allow root 
causes of gaps to be identified; to improve cooperation we need early stage involvement of the 
social partners; in some Member States internal workshops on EIR have already taken place; 
need to reflect how to organise a good discussion; some environmental problems cannot be 
looked at in isolation, e.g. agriculture, transport, air quality; bring in other Commission DGs; 
municipalities want to be involved; cluster dialogue across countries, e.g. on INSPIRE in Nordic 
countries. 

Role of the Presidency/Council: involve Presidency trio to keep consistency in approach; 
Commission to decide on strategic topics, should be described in the Communication; discuss 
with other ministries; joint ('Jumbo') Council meetings can be very useful. 

Role of package meetings: such meetings on legal issues can be used to support more Member 
States with implementation; involve regional authorities in some Member States in package 
meetings; Member States can feed Commission also with good examples. 

Analysis & coverage of Country Reports: EIR is designed to raise political awareness; be more 
incisive in the EIR analysis; the analysis of EIR subjects treated is not that precise; how to make 
progress concretely?; how can we see if a Member State has progressed on this or that 
challenge?; improve next EIR round – climate, Integrated Emissions Directive, chemicals to be 
covered; some sort of monitoring system should be established for EIR second round; need to 
assess accuracy of the data; data collection is an issue to be examined; need more comparability 
between Member States; EIR should focus purely on implementation of legal acts. 
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Better marketing the EIR: there is already a general understanding of what the EIR means: 
synthesis report on legislation and policy; early warning system; there is political acceptance of 
the initiative; but still need to explain better what the EIR is attempting to achieve ; comparative 
effect between Member States; one Member State has an awareness campaign involving 
regions starting 5 June; put the challenges last in EIR Country Reports, better to start on positive 
note and then go negative (cultural approach); need more positive marketing of the EIR – start 
where we know the issues well, and then move on where we can improve in the future; need to 
provide additional arguments to justify EIR existence to help internally; fact sheets will be 
useful. 

Better organisation of EIR: create a forum to share information on developments at national 
level; calendar of events with Member States including technical meetings should be prepared 
and made available online; platforms already exist on good practices, do not duplicate; change 
the two years: better a 3 years cycle.  

Role of EIR focal points: individual EIR focal points can have informal meetings between 
themselves; interregional dialogues between Member States.  

Peer to Peer: collect good practices on EIR and make them available on the website for Peer to 
Peer and/or the main EIR website; bring together Member States who are frontrunners. 

Communication: 'translation' of our messages is needed, so that people who do not speak the 
same technical 'language' easily understand; opportunity costs, cost of inaction, and other 
economic terms often are not known in other sectors. 

Using networks: new IMPEL6 questionnaire in 2017; NEPA7 / BRIG8 to gather good practices; 
present results to IMPEL and NEPA. 

EU co-financing:  agricultural/rural fund, marine fund and ERDF role must be remembered; 
involve other Commission services and national ministries (e.g. for agriculture); use cohesion 
policy indicators, and other indicators to show effectiveness of environmental policy and 
legislation; can be used to show how to deal with Ex Ante conditionalities of the ESI Funds. 

Broader policy perspective: monitoring of 7th EAP, addressing EU and Member States' action; 
some SDGs are relevant; SDGs governance can help the EIR process; Better Regulation process; 
Make it Work project; primary purpose is not to monitor 7th EAP and SDGs, but substance is the 
same, and very useful; input for other strategies . 

Relation to other policies:  implementation depends on actors, e.g. with agriculture there is a 
potential clash of policies; cross-sectoral involvement is needed; many pieces of legislation 
already have this element e.g. nitrates. Water Framework Directive; Commission can bring in 
experts when we have specific discussions. 

 
Open session: EU Member States and Norway, Commission services, OECD, UNECE, ENCORE, 
EEA, IUCN, Green Budget Europe, WWF Europe, European Environmental Bureau, CEE-
BankWatch, Business Europe 

3.2 Semester and Annual Growth Survey 2017 
COM described how the Semester cycle will continue in much as the same way as last year, with 
one novelty: For the first time, the draft country reports will be sent to Member States for 
comments, with a very short time for comments (sent 03.02.17 deadline for comments 

                                                           
6
 European Union Network for the Implementation and Enforcement of Environmental Law. 

7
 European Network of the Heads of Environment Protection Agencies 

8
 Better Regulation Interest Group 
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09.02.17). Then the comments will be dealt with, the reports translated, and published on 
22.02.17.  

The proposed Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) should be published 17.05.17 and 
discussed in the Council for endorsement at the European Council and final adoption by ECOFIN 
Council. It is important that Environment Ministries take into account this time schedule when 
contacting the Ministry coordinating the Semester in their country.  

The Annual Growth Survey 2017 contains an important text on the circular economy: 
'Sustainable investments boost productivity across the economy through enhanced resource 
and energy efficiency and reduced input costs, whilst reducing external costs and impacts. More 
particularly, support for the transition towards a low-carbon and circular economy will create 
new jobs in services such as innovative, maintenance and repair services and in designing and 
making new, more sustainable products. Specific areas where the macro-economic relevance of 
the circular economy and improved resource efficiency is potentially significant include green 
public procurement, investments in waste and water infrastructure, sustainable construction, 
critical raw materials, biofuels and biochemicals, as well as energy and climate related 
investment'.  

This is the first time that there is such an elaborate mention of circular economy in the AGS, and 
this can certainly considered to be reflected in the National Reform Programmes (NRPs). The 
AGS also mentions that Member States should use the opportunities to lower taxation of labour 
and dealing with climate change. 

One Member State stated that they had a new strategy on public procurement. They wished to 
create a fossil free society. Different possibilities are being examined on how to use the ERDF 
for sustainable urbanisation. The Prime Minister has created an Innovation Council, and there 
are five different cooperation councils (e.g. on transport and circular economy).  

Another Member State mentioned they had finalised the Annual Survey on Finances which will 
form the basis of their NRP. 

One Member State stated that environment and climate are absent in the AGS and that the 
three pillars of sustainable development should be in the Semester. COM replied that the 
explicit mention of the Circular Economy was already a significant change in that direction.  

Three Member States asked for clarity on the move from Europe 2020 to Europe 2030 as it was 
not clear in the Communication of 22.11.16 on the SDGs. It seems that there is no overall 
Strategy at the moment. COM replied that there was a gradual move from the Europe 2020 to 
the 2030 targets; details on timing and deliverables are not yet known. The Semester remains, 
for the moment, a tool to monitor the implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy. 

On a question on the link between Semester and EIR, COM replied that the EIR is more bottom-
up, less top-down than the Semester process. EIR is about better implementation – and the 
Semester CSRs were often not implemented in the past. The EIR also goes deeper into the 
implementation gaps and also into the root causes. Finally, the EIR has resulted in a better 
database to provide input for the 'greening' of the Semester.  

3.3. Greening the Semester & EIR during the Maltese Presidency of the Council 

The representative of the Maltese Presidency presented the priorities for the next 6 months. He 
thanked the previous presidencies. The Environment Council Meetings will be on 28.02.17 and 
19.06.17, with an informal meeting on 25-26.04.17. The presidency priorities include: climate 
change, circular economy, 2030 sustainable development goals; marine environment; 
Minamata Convention, the Fitness Check, and last but not least the EIR. 

The 28.02.17 Environment Council will cover the EIR/Semester, and the 2030 Communication. 
The Informal Council meeting will cover: climate change adaptation; circular economy marine 
litter and plastics strategy, and; oceans.  
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Various international meetings are being organised including the 20-21.04.17 EIA-SEA Experts in 
Malta. 

3.4. The Environmental Implementation Review: State of Play 

COM reiterated the timetable mentioned in the morning and explained that the chapeau 
Communication will contain policy conclusions on the pressing implementation gaps in the 
classical environmental sectors (water, waste, air etc.), and also conclusions about governance. 
In the Communication, there is no naming and shaming in the policy conclusions and country 
names are only mentioned in relation to good practices.  

The Communication will also make a preliminary assessment of root causes of implementation 
problems: ineffective coordination; lack of administrative capacity; insufficient financing; lack of 
knowledge and data; insufficient compliance assurance mechanisms; lack of coherence and 
policy integration. There are also ways forward identified: implementation dialogues; Peer to 
Peer support; discussion on common structural issues. The Communication is accompanied by 
an Annex which groups all the Suggested Actions together. The 28 country reports reflect the 
7th EAP structure and include Suggested Actions. These Actions are not there for Semester 
topics to avoid duplication (e.g. on environmental taxation). The comments of Member States 
on the draft country reports have been incorporated. 

The documents will be adopted on 03.02.17. They will launched on 06.02.17 in a press 
conferences accompanied by fact sheets and a video clip. Everything will be translated into 
national languages; the country reports will be in English and the respective national 
language(s). 

The EIR will be presented in the Environmental Council Working Party on 09.02.16 & in the Ad 
hoc Meeting of Director-Generals on Environment in Madrid on the same day, before the 
Environment Council 28.02.17. The Communication will contain horizontal findings. Good 
practices and approaches that are inspiring are also included. 

Some Member States asked the Presidency if the date of the Environmental Working Group 
could be changed as there was not enough time to analyse the documents following adoption 
on the 03.02.17 as well as the clash of date with Madrid. 

After the Environment Council 28.02.17, national dialogues will take place (one Member State 
announced it will do it on 29.03.17 and another Member State in April), and presentations in 
various networks/workshops.  

Formal Opinions in reaction to the Communication will probably be prepared by the ENVI 
Committee of EP, Committee of the Regions and the European Economic and Social Council. 

In response to a question from one Member State, the Commission confirmed that it is 
participating in the OECD Environmental Policy Reviews meetings. 

Two Member States raised the status of the issues papers mentioned in the May 2016 
Communication, intended for Council discussions. COM explained that for internal reasons it 
was complicated to produce such papers (they would have to be Communications taking a long 
time for adoption). Therefore the current preference was for the Member States to decide 
together what issues they would like to discuss. The Council Presidency can decide to take the 
initiative as well to produce an issue paper. Already for the 28.02.17, the EIR package is enough 
to discuss. COM added that the Communication is already an 'incubator' for subjects of debate 
in the Council and it would facilitate the task for Council Presidencies to pick up ideas. 

One Member State remained unhappy that the resource productivity indicator was being used 
and that reports by consultants were cited in the Country Reports. COM confirmed it was aware 
of methodological limits with the resource productivity indicator, and of the conclusions of the 
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Environment Council9 some years ago, but no better indicator is currently available. Regarding 
the use of consultant reports, the 2016 EIR Communication indicated that the Country Reports 
would be "based on" EU and national sources, but this did not mean "exclusively use" these 
sources. Furthermore, such studies were clearly indicated in the footnotes and ultimately the 
Commission takes responsibility for the contents of the Country Reports.  

Two Member States highlighted the need to make a link with IMPEL. IMPEL will launch a new 
questionnaire which will cover the scope of the EIR, and asked if the Commission could help 
with the translation in order to have a wider reach within Member States. COM agreed to look 
into the matter and suggested the results could be presented at the next meeting of this Group 
in September.  

One Member State asked if the EIR will be used for a further improvement of legislation and 
policies in the future.  This would be a sort of reality check. The Commission replied that this 
could be one consequence of the EIR. 

3.5. The EIR Peer to Peer Tool 

COM presented the EIR Peer to Peer Tool. This is a tool proposed in order to support mutual 
sharing of good experiences between Member States, and other actors. Such a tool is already 
operated by the Commission with regard to cohesion policy and has been a great success.  

The tool has three key elements: expert missions, study missions and workshops. The idea is to 
establish a dedicated website. The number of financed ‘events’ depends on available budget. 
The Commission can pay for practical costs. It will work in practice with an online application, an 
experts' database and a hosts-institutions database. The intention is to launch it during Green 
Week (end May / early June 2017) together with the Committee of the Regions. 

The Commission added that it is looking for a seconded cost-free expert in Brussels to run the 
tool. 

One Member State highlighted how it already uses the Regional Policy Peer to Peer tool, which 
includes Managing Authorities. The Commission replied encouraging Member States to use this 
existing tool already now as the environment is a clear sector for co-financing through the 
cohesion policy. Managing authorities, as they are public organisations, will not be excluded 
from the EIR Peer to Peer Tool. 

3.6. Results & follow up 'Make it Work' project: Drafting principles for smart 
environmental reporting; new topic: innovation 

Representatives from two Member States presented the Make it Work (MiW) project, with 
papers having been circulated in advance. 

It was explained that the environmental acquis has had great positive effects. However, it 
requires huge efforts to implement and in some sectors it is inconsistent. The MiW project is 
intended to contribute to a better implementation of the EU environmental acquis by making 
concrete recommendations to improve the legislation and implementation practices. It is led by 
five Member States, and some twenty Member States participate in workshops and 
conferences. MiW is in close touch with the Commission and EU presidencies. It was agreed that 
this Expert Group would function as first port of call to present and discuss MiW activities and 
products with all Member States and the Commission together. MiW is Member State driven 
and cross-sectoral in scope engaging different expertise. 

Key elements of MiW are establishing 'drafting principles' aimed at delivery of better 
environmental outcomes in a more efficient and effective manner, and not in any circumstances 
to reduce protection standards. The two drafting principles so far developed are: 

                                                           
9
 Environment Council 28.10.2014 



7 

 

Drafting principles for compliance assurance. Compliance assurance is not just inspections and 
surveillance, but also compliance promotion and enforcement. The idea is to avoid too detailed 
requirements but to propose minimum standards to make sure authorities make informed and 
targeted decisions appropriate to the purpose of the law. The authorities can be held 
accountable for these, whilst allowing for flexibility where this is not affecting protection 
standards. 

Drafting principles for environmental reporting, which had to go beyond the legal focus of those 
on compliance assurance. Information is crucial for development, implementation and 
evaluation of environmental law but should be collected in an effective, efficient and 
proportionate way, taking into account some further quality criteria on information 
management. The principles are also written to help the fitness check on environmental 
reporting. Principles take the form of six questions. To use every time reporting is discussed. 

The two Member States representatives finished their detailed presentation by outlining the 
next steps. Links can be made between the EIR and MiW. The MiW initiative will have other 
expert meetings and will report back in September 2017. One possible new investigative area 
could be to link regulation, definitions and innovation. 

In the ensuing discussion, one Member State highlighted the need for improving the quality of 
law making. Another Member State pointed out the inconsistencies and incoherence in EU 
legislation. The reply (from the MiW team) was that the origin of MiW was that in one Member 
State 35 EU environmental laws had to be retransposed into a single national environment code 
and it was to avoid duplication. Furthermore, this Member State is small as regards its surface 
area meaning several aspects came together - air, water, noise etc. so a more streamlined 
legislation was essential.  

COM (ECFIN) invited MiW to define what is 'available information', and that a working definition 
on this would be helpful. MiW agreed. 

3.7. Update on relevant studies: support for fact-based policy making in the Member 
States and at EU level 

1) Environmental indicator report 2016 — in support to the monitoring of the 7th Environment 
Action Programme.  

The EEA representative made an oral presentation of the report10. The report examines if the EU 
and its immediate neighbours are on target to achieving by 2020 the three thematic priority 
objectives (natural capital; resource efficiency and low carbon economy; health and well-being) 
of the 7th Environment Action Programme. It does that with the help of a scoreboard 
(consisting of a set of 29 indicators) and other information. The scoreboard is underpinned by 
online briefings (one per indicator) that show progress at EU level towards selected 2020 
objectives that are relevant for the achievement of the 7th EAP thematic priority objectives. The 
briefings contain, inter alia, interactive charts and country relevant information. 

2) Ongoing study 'Capacity building, programmatic development and communication in the field 
of environmental taxation and budgetary reform'. 

This had been presented in the Expert Group in September 2016, and will be finishing in June 
2017. It aims at raising awareness among civil society on the benefits of using market-based 
instruments to achieve environmental policy objectives. 40 detailed case studies have been 
prepared and will serve as a basis for regional workshops that will take place in March/April 
2017. 
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 www.eea.europa.eu/airs 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/airs


8 

 

 

3) Ongoing research project on 'Measuring the impacts of the transition to the circular economy' 
(CIRCULAR IMPACTS).  

COM (EASME) presented this innovative Horizon 2020 research project11. The main outputs will 
be a collection of indicators, models and research, gathered in an online interface. Four case 
studies will be used. Stakeholders engagement is crucial for the success of the research project 
with close cooperation with Commission services, and this Expert Group. The project should 
lead to improving the Semesters’ evidence base.  

One Member State asked on the relation between the research and the action laid down in the 
circular economy package. The Commission replied that the terms of reference had been 
written before the December 2015 circular economy package was adopted, but that the 
researchers had caught up.  

Another Member State is aware of a similar exercise being done at the OECD level. The 
Commission replied wishing that the activities are brought together.  

4) Ongoing study 'Support for developing better country knowledge on public administration and 
institutional capacity building'.  

COM (EMPL) described how within the context of the Semester, reform of the public 
administration has more mentions that any other topic in the Country Reports.  Work has been 
done on making cross country comparisons and analysis, resulting in a toolbox12.  Member 
States are welcomed to experiment with this in the environmental area. A related document is 
the Commission's Semester Thematic Factsheet on Quality of Public Administration (November 
2016)13. 

5) Ongoing study 'Linking biodiversity to national economic and social priorities in the EU 
Member States'. 

This study presented by the representative of the Institute for European Environmental Policy, 
aims to assess how biodiversity conservation can contribute to economic and social priorities in 
EU Member States. The findings will raise the socio-economic profile of biodiversity in Member 
States, including through the European Semester and the improved use of EU funding. In 2017 
three regional workshops will take place to collect feedback from Member States and the final 
workshop is planned back-to-back with the next expert group meeting on 07.09.17 (i.e. on the 
06.09.17).  

4. Conclusions/recommendations/opinions 

No general conclusions were made at the meeting. No voting took place. Conclusions for 
individual points are covered under point 3, List of Points discussed. 

5. Next Steps 

These are outlined in under point 3, List of Points discussed. 

6. Next Meeting 

COM thanked the participants. The date of the next meeting will be 7 September 2017.

                                                           
11

 http://circular-impacts.eu/ 

12
 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=7757  

13
 https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/european-semester-thematic-factsheet-quality-public-administration-

2016_en 

http://circular-impacts.eu/
http://circular-impacts.eu/
http://circular-impacts.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=7757
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/european-semester-thematic-factsheet-quality-public-administration-2016_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/european-semester-thematic-factsheet-quality-public-administration-2016_en
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