
Minutes Workshop Greening the European Semester, 28.11.2013, Brussels      1 
 

Workshop minutes 

 

EU Member States’ Workshop: Greening the Economic and Social 
Governance of the EU (the European Semester) 

 
Brussels, 28 November 2013 

 
 

Participants 

Total: about 60 participants, including representatives of 25 Member States and Norway (with 
apologies from CY, HR and LU), representatives of the Commission services (DG ENV, DG 
CLIMA, DG REGIO, DG TAXUD and DG MOVE). Two NGOs (WWF and Green Budget 
Europe) were present as speakers under agenda point 7. The agenda is found in Annex. 

 

1-2. Welcome and introduction   

Georges Kremlis, acting Director Implementation, Governance and Semester, DG ENV, opened 
the workshop by reiterating the objectives: to share data and experiences, and to stimulate the 
Environment Ministries to contribute pro-actively to greening the EU economies through the 
National Reform programmes. One of key examples, also mentioned in the Annual Growth 
Survey (AGS) 2014, is a tax shift from labour to pollution. In addition, resource efficiency, and 
waste and water management are issues that a number Member States (MS) are already tackling. 
He said that the workshop would be informal (under 'Chatham House rules').  

In a dedicated video message to the workshop participants, Commissioner Potocnik called for closer 
co-operation, better data and a more pro-active approach to show that the environment is not 
part of the problem but part of the solution to economic recovery and job growth. 

Louis Meuleman (DG ENV) introduced the Semester process as a multi-level governance one, 
with roles of the environment in the Semester at EU level and at MS level (National Reform 
Programmes, NRPs), and gave an overview of the best thematic opportunities for environmental 
contributions, under four of the five headings of the AGS 2014: 

1) 'Pursuing differentiated, growth-friendly fiscal consolidation': shift the tax burden from 
labour to e.g. environment and property, phase out environmentally harmful subsidies 
(EHS); 

2) 'Promoting growth and competitiveness for today and tomorrow': promote a resource 
efficient and circular economy; invest more in waste and water management; set the right 
price signals; introduce producer responsibility schemes; step up advice and support to 
SMEs; realise the potential of eco-innovation; take into account the costs of floods in 
relation to the costs of prevention; tackle the productivity costs (e.g. lost work days) of air 
pollution; 

3) 'Tackling unemployment and the social consequences of the crisis': integrate more people 
into the labour market through green jobs creation; use the potential of waste and water 
management to generate new jobs; address skill gaps which prevent innovation; 

4) 'Modernisation of public administration': increase administrative capacity; introduce 
comprehensive impact assessments of policies, addressing economic, social and 
environmental impacts; improve the business environment by streamlining permitting 
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procedures while complying with environmental standards; promote a single market for 
green products. 

Pro Memoriam: the fifth AGS 2014 heading is 'Restoring lending to the economy' (number 2 on 
the list). 

 

2-5. Presentations on recent and forthcoming studies 

Vaida Zydelyte (DG ENV) presented the main findings of the recently published study 'Steps 
towards greening in the EU' on economic, fiscal and financial instruments, waste management, 
support to SMEs and air quality1. It contains data on 5 selected issues: budgetary issues, market-
based instruments, waste management, support to SMEs and air quality. 

Stefan Speck (European Environment Agency) presented the approach taken in the four country 
studies (IE, IT, ES, PT) on the potential of environmental fiscal reform (EFR) that the EEA has 
published since 2011.  

The presentations were followed by a discussion; some themes were: 

 It was asked if the studies suggest that there is potential to decrease taxation in some 
areas in order to increase environmental taxes elsewhere because right now increasing 
taxes overall is not likely/politically difficult. EEA answered that the studies 
concentrated on the opportunities per country and included reference examples of what 
similar countries are already doing. When it comes to political decision-making, there is a 
need to look at specific circumstances, which can include social policy issues, and the 
possible impact of increasing environmental taxation on competitiveness. EU co-
financed RTD projects have also addressed these questions. 

 It was suggested that as long as EFR has no bearing on things like the GDP or access to 
capital, it may be of little interest to politicians. If there is not much money in the 
economy, then EFR may seem only a theoretical option. However other experiences 
show that in some cases after long discussions between Environment Ministries and 
Finance Ministries, it turned out that the adoption of certain EFR measures will not 
affect competitiveness or economic progress. Alliances with employment ministries are 
encouraged and labour and environment taxation should be discussed together. 

 It was concluded that sharing experiences among the MS is essential to make progress. 

 

Jonathan Parker (DG ENV) presented the outline of two new DG ENV studies: 

 EFR potential in 12 MSs: AT, BE, HR, CZ, EE, FR, HU, IT (update of 2011 study), LT, PL, 
RO and SK. This study uses the same approach that the EEA took for the four country 
studies (IE, IT, ES, PT) (see point 4 of the agenda).  

 Economic and social benefits of environmental protection and resource efficiency (the so-
called FSE study):  (1) Floods, (2) SME support mechanisms and (3) Environmental 
expenditure.  

Both studies started in early November 2013 and the results will be available early-February 
2014. It was emphasised that both studies are Commission studies, with involvement of all 
relevant services, funded and managed by DG ENV. 

                                                 
1 
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&ved=0CCoQFjAA&url
=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fenvironment%2Fenveco%2Fresource_efficiency%2Fpdf%2FGreening.pdf&e
i=PDGnUqrDIqOh0QXZi4GICQ&usg=AFQjCNFhNjdDJUX4D-
U6zNsZQ31ifMNnfg&bvm=bv.57799294,d.d2k  

http://www.google.nl/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&ved=0CCoQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fenvironment%2Fenveco%2Fresource_efficiency%2Fpdf%2FGreening.pdf&ei=PDGnUqrDIqOh0QXZi4GICQ&usg=AFQjCNFhNjdDJUX4D-U6zNsZQ31ifMNnfg&bvm=bv.57799294,d.d2k
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&ved=0CCoQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fenvironment%2Fenveco%2Fresource_efficiency%2Fpdf%2FGreening.pdf&ei=PDGnUqrDIqOh0QXZi4GICQ&usg=AFQjCNFhNjdDJUX4D-U6zNsZQ31ifMNnfg&bvm=bv.57799294,d.d2k
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&ved=0CCoQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fenvironment%2Fenveco%2Fresource_efficiency%2Fpdf%2FGreening.pdf&ei=PDGnUqrDIqOh0QXZi4GICQ&usg=AFQjCNFhNjdDJUX4D-U6zNsZQ31ifMNnfg&bvm=bv.57799294,d.d2k
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&ved=0CCoQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fenvironment%2Fenveco%2Fresource_efficiency%2Fpdf%2FGreening.pdf&ei=PDGnUqrDIqOh0QXZi4GICQ&usg=AFQjCNFhNjdDJUX4D-U6zNsZQ31ifMNnfg&bvm=bv.57799294,d.d2k
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Participants showed great interest in these studies, particularly on the EFR and macro-economic 
cost of floods themes. One of the problems mentioned regarding investing in flood prevention is 
that it is difficult to spend money outside the fiscal compact. This is an issue that deserves 
attention, but will not be addressed in the study. Furthermore, it was asked if the EFR study 
would include the issue of water pricing in the agriculture sector (EU vs. external producers); it 
was confirmed that this is part of the study scope. 

Finally, Jeroen Casaer (DG ENV) gave a preview of results from a forthcoming study on the links 
between water management and economic growth. He stressed that water is an economic asset. 
In southern MS, irrigated land is not necessarily the largest proportion but it is generally the most 
productive and successful at exports. The water industry gives: €29 billion or 0.26% of the EU 
total annual added value; a yearly investment of €7 billion; and around 468,995 full time-
equivalent jobs (2010). Hydropower is responsible for 3,3% of the EU's primary energy 
production and 16,2% of total primary energy production from renewable sources. 

6. Member States' experience in greening economic and social policy: good practices   

A tour de table was held to exchange successful examples of environmental contribution to 
greening the economy, in particular in relation to the NRPs. Many good/best practices were 
mentioned, some of them in the heart of the macro-economic discussions, some others 
bordering this. They are summarised below following more or less the order of the themes listed 
in the background document for the workshop (which is also the order of the headings of the 
Annual Growth Strategy 2014 and for the National Reform Programmes 2014. In the spirit of 
the 'Chatham House Rules', we included no direct quotes from MS representatives. [If MSs wish 
we could do this differently after the next workshop]. 

A general point is that many MSs have good experience with organising discussions with 
stakeholders in order increase the awareness, knowledge and willingness to green the economy. 

Tax shift, environmental taxes, phasing out environmentally harmful subsidies, national 
budget 

It was noted that at least in one MS, the EEA recommendations on environmental fiscal reform 
were followed by a substantial uptake; in the other three MSs the studies have fuelled broad 
discussions. Organising discussions with governments (on all levels) and stakeholders seem to be 
useful in other MSs too, because it helps addressing the direct and indirect impact of 
environment taxation on business and households, and on the jobs market. 

Many different environmental taxes were mentioned as being in place or in preparation: 

 Landfill taxes; 

 Tax/charge on drinking water. Water pricing, especially in agriculture, often leads to 
huge debates and there has been a reluctance to tackle it. As regards water management, 
it is important to realise that there are different organisations in different countries so a 
‘one hat fits all’ approach cannot be adopted; 

 Tax reductions on fuel-efficient cars and tax increase for larger vehicles; this has led to 
an explosion in the sales of electrical cars in at least one MS. 

 Plastic bags tax. The introduction in several MSs has had a dramatic impact. In one 
country, the introduction of the plastic bag tax has resulted in a 42% reduction in 
consumption. It has also had a double benefit by diverting waste from landfills;   

 Various carbon taxes; 

 City centre congestion charge; where this was implemented, the air quality improved 
substantially; 

 Solid fuel tax. 
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Experience has shown that it is easier to introduce environmental taxes when neighbouring 
countries also do this or have already introduced them. Tackling EHS is politically still difficult in 
many MSs. 

One MS reported the introduction in the annual budget of an annex completely devoted to the 
environment, and establishing a national committee on environmental accounting which should 
produce a report to its Government by 28 February of each year). In another MS, already in 
1999 eco-taxes were implemented which were revenue neutral. Discussions on greening VAT 
have been extremely difficult, especially where they coincided with the peak of the financial 
crisis.  

 

Green jobs 

A focus on green jobs by identifying the skills gap that might hinder the move towards a greener 
economy was mentioned as an important starting point. Generally, there seems to be increasing 
awareness that there is huge potential in creating new green jobs within the water management, 
food and waste sectors, particularly with a focus on re-use.  

In one country, a national action plan for jobs includes actions and objectives that support the 
green economy. In some other countries a waste management strategy explicitly looks at the 
potential to create small business and business activity (in other words, green jobs). 

 

Resource efficiency, waste and water management 

The promotion of resource efficiency, although the benefits seem obvious as it saves costs, can 
be greatly helped by smart marketing of best/good practices. In many MSs, plans or programmes 
on resource efficiency are under way or being implemented. Some of these plans include 
investment in designing products for the circular economy. 

There were several references during the roundtable discussion to the importance of having 
good indicators to monitor progress, for example concerning resource efficiency in sectors like 
transport, energy and urban sectors.  

Examples were mentioned of the introduction of life cycle assessments to reduce waste 
generation, and water programmes for eco-system restoration (riversides and wetlands). This is 
important because ecosystem services belong to the pillars of the green economy.  

Resource efficiency has become a priority everywhere. To name a few of the initiatives which 
were mentioned: 

 The development of policy notes that focused on greening the economy, waste 
management, energy efficiency and biodiversity;  

 The development of ‘Societal Green Deals’, where all important stakeholders established 
concrete objectives (e.g. the Energy Green Deal, which realises Climate and Energy 
targets). This also demonstrates the successful use of stakeholder engagement;  

 Green events: an environmental label for green events and conferences was introduced. 
The aim was to make all conferences as sustainable as possible. Much awareness has 
been raised through such green events;  

 An overall transition towards renewable energy from nuclear and fossil fuels has helped 
the support for energy efficiency and specific research on the marketability of eco-
innovation. Feed-in tariff schemes for renewables are key tools. In addition, the 
transition process has led to greater consumer information;  

 Introducing green labels has boosted sustainable growth by informing consumers about 
sustainability; 
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 Using the huge potential of greening public procurement; the London 2012 Olympics 
have provided an interesting green public procurement example.  

 Promotion of energy efficiency in the residential sector; 

 Developing a strategy on the reduction of food waste;  

 Increasing research on resource efficiency, along with tailor made advice on resource 
efficiency for SME’s. 

 

Air pollution 

Air pollution was mentioned in relation to health costs, loss of work days, and as a result of 
traffic congestion and energy inefficiency. Solutions were mentioned under several headers, such 
as taxes or tax reductions, and improving resource/energy efficiency. 

 

Eco-innovation 

In many countries innovation strategies or programmes have a strong green focus. Working with 
large and small business on eco-innovation is also considered a job motor. 

 

Modernisation public administration 

In one MS in 2007 Sustainable Development Impact Assessments were introduced, which take 
into account the impact of policies on the environment and the economy. These will now be 
integrated as per 2014 into a comprehensive impact assessment mechanism, comparable with the 
European Commission IA process. 

In some MSs the existence of a sustainable development strategy is considered to be an 
important means to keep greening the economy high on the political agenda. 

Furthermore, it was said that sufficient support for civil servants and transparency and 
communication to feed the learning process, are important success factors. 

 

7. NGO views on greening the Semester 

Diane Strauss (WWF) and Constanze Adolf (Green Budget Europe) presented their work on 
greening the economies with a focus on the European Semester process.  

In their work on greening the European Semester, WWF prioritises phasing out EHS and 
improving resource efficiency. As the Water Framework Directive requires full cost recovery for 
water, they recommend as priorities in this context tackling illegal water abstraction, phasing out 
harmful subsidies in water scarce areas, and to set up water tariffs that ensure full cost recovery. 
The significance of food consumption on the environment is also a priority of WWF. Finally, 
they advocated reducing the VAT rate on environmentally friendly and healthy food products.  

Green Budget Europe (GBE) addressed how climate change is the greatest and widest market 
failure. GBE held the view that energy tax reform is the least damaging option to consider and 
also there is a strong need to keep environment and social matters on the agenda. In regards to 
cohesion policy, this could act as a vehicle to implement country specific recommendations 
(CSRs). Finally, they advocated a 10% tax shift from labour to the environment.  

 

8. Climate and sustainable transport: Semester-relevant data  
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Alexandre Paquot (DG CLIMA) explained that MS and the EU as a whole are on track to meet 
the Kyoto target of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions reduction target. Furthermore, good 
progress has been for the EU to achieve its 20% 2020 GHG target. However, around one third 
of MS need to take additional measures to meet their 2020 national targets. Climate policy has 
several economic benefits: Job creation, recycling of the emission trading scheme (ETS) 
auctioning revenues, investments in low carbon technologies, reduction of energy imports and 
subsequently trade deficits; reduced vulnerability to growing energy prices; improvement of air 
quality also brings economic benefits. 

Mainstreaming climate change into economic policies implies in particular focusing on taxation, 
renewable energies and energy efficiency. The European Semester is a key opportunity and in 
2013 it included CSRs on reducing GHG emission in non ETS sectors (3 MS), tax shift from 
labour to environment or introduction of vehicle taxation (11 MS), energy efficiency (9 MS) and 
on boosting renewable energy (2 MS). 

Sandro Santamato (DG MOVE) said that actions to promote competitiveness and efficiency in the 
transport sector are also beneficial to the environment: there are few trade-offs and many 
synergies, the most obvious example being the efforts to reduce fuel consumption. Indications 
provided in the context of the European semester focus on three areas: the functioning of 
transport markets, taxation issues and infrastructure. In the case of both access to market and 
infrastructure, particular attention is given to the rail and waterborne transport sectors. 
Improving the quality of their offer and facilitating multimodality is the key to greater use of 
more environmentally friendly modes of transport and to the reduction of congestion, accidents 
and air pollution which have large economic costs. A common challenge faced by Member States 
is to find sustainable funding for infrastructure. A more systematic application of the user-pays 
and polluter-pays principles would be a welcome solution since it would not only provide the 
means for much needed maintenance, but would also send the right signals to users, operators 
and investors also with respect to the development of new technologies. 

9-10. Roundtable discussion on greening the European Semester: challenges and follow-

up  

So far several studies, ideas and good practices were presented. This session concentrated on 
what the challenges are: what are obstacles and what are possible ways to be more successful? 

Comments included: 

 How we communicate is vital in achieving success; particularly in how we propose policies to 
address and achieve goals.  

 It is important to find a way to involve NGOs and the private sector.  

 Not all MS are in the same situation, so it has to be remembered that ‘no one cap fits all’. 

 There is a need for better indicators, in particular to address the cost of action and inaction. 
This could help with communicating the message and with setting targets. It was suggested 
that this could be dealt with in the Semester. 

 There is a need to improve cooperation between the environmental representatives of the 
MS.  

 Examples of best practice and greening the economy should come from the MS.  

It was also suggested that knowing of other countries’ NRP’s could inspire ideas for other MS. 
Resource efficiency could be a potential area of exploration that the Commission can open up.  
More involvement of NGOs in the NRP co-ordination was also discussed.   

Follow-up 
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A new European Commission will be appointed in 2014, and there will also be a mid-term 
review of the Europe 2020 Strategy in February 2014. However, the overall expectation is that 
the European Semester cycle will continue as a EU2020 monitoring and dialogue mechanism.  

There was an overall feeling that the workshop had been very useful (not only for the MSs but 
also for the Commission participants), and that such meetings should be held regularly. 

 

11-12. Conclusions and closure 

It was agreed that a next meeting should take place mid-February (with the publication of the 
two new studies, and 3 weeks before the March ENV Council). NGOs which work on greening 
the Semester should be invited to attend, but it would be necessary to have also part of the 
meeting closed, if sensitive issues came up. 

Greece might be willing to co-organise with DG ENV a publication event on the new Semester 
studies (back to back with the 2nd workshop mid-February), and as agreed in the SG Semester 
Roadmap, the Semester will be on the agenda of the March ENV Council. Italy already 
announced that it is planning a special attention to the greening of the EU Semester during its 
presidency with for example, to coincide with the Commission Communication on job creation 
in the green economy foreseen in the 2014 Work Programme, a discussion 16-17.07.13 during an 
Informal ENV Council back to back with Informal EPSCO/Employment Council.. 
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Annex 

Annotated Agenda 

Greening the economic and social governance  

of the EU (the European Semester) 
Workshop with representatives of the EU Member States'  

Environment Ministries, Brussels, 28 November 2013  

 

 

09:30 Arrival of participants (welcome coffee) 

 

10:00 1. Welcome and introductory remarks   

Georges Kremlis, acting Director Implementation, Governance and Semester, Dg ENV  

Ion Codescu, Head of Unit Enforcement, Cohesion Policy & European Semester Cluster 2, 

DG ENV 

10:10 2. European Semester and the environment: new approach, state of play and 

topical challenges    

 Louis Meuleman, DG ENV Unit D2, DG ENV coordinator European Semester 

Introduction to the objective of the Semester process as a multi-level governance 

process: the role of the environment in the Semester at EU level and at Member States 

level (National Reform Programmes), and an overview of the best thematic 

opportunities for environmental contributions.  

10:30 3. Presentation Report 'Steps towards greening in the EU' on economic, fiscal 

and financial instruments, waste management, support to SMEs and air quality 

(Sept.'13)  

 Vaida Zydelyte, DG ENV, Unit D3 Semester coordinator 

The EU summary report of this study was recently published. It contains data on 5 

selected issues: budgetary issues, market-based instruments, waste management, 

support to SMEs and air quality. 

10:50 4. Potential for environmental fiscal reform in four EU Member States (IE, IT, 

ES, PT)   

 Stefan Speck, European Environment Agency (EEA), Copenhagen 

Presentation of the approach taken in the four country studies on the potential of 

environmental fiscal reform EEA has published since 2011.  

 

11:15 Coffee break 

 

11:35 5. Presentation outline of two new DG ENV studies (results February 2014) 
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Jonathan Parker, Semester studies coordinator DG ENV Unit D2 

 Environmental fiscal reform potential in 12 MSs (AT, BE, HR, CZ, EE, FR, HU, 

IT (= update), LT, PL, RO, SK). This study uses the same approach EEA took for 

the four country studies (IE, IT, ES, PT) (see point 4 of the agenda).  

 Economic and social benefits of environmental protection and resource efficiency:  

(1) Floods, (2) SME support mechanisms and (3) Environmental expenditure.  

Both studies started in November 2013 and the results will be published mid-February 

2014. 

 

Presentation new study on the links between water management and economic 

growth  

Jeroen Casaer (DG ENV, Unit C2) 

11:55 6. Member States' experience in greening economic and social policy: good 

practices   

We will make a tour de table to exchange successful examples of environmental 

contribution to greening the economy, in particular in relation to the National Reform 

Programmes.  

All MSs are requested to keep their interventions very short & clear ('elevator pitch'-

like, 3 minutes), and only contribute on this agenda point with concrete examples. 

  

13:15 Lunch break 

The lunch break will take place in the restaurant on the first floor close to the 

entrance of Beaulieu 5. 

   

14:15 7. NGO views on greening the Semester 

 Diane Strauss (WWF), Constanze Adolf (Green Budget Europe) 

Several NGOs contribute in their work to greening the economies with a focus on the 

European Semester process. Good examples are WWF and Green Budget Europe. 

They will present their main insights and studies. WWF and GBE have been invited 

to the lunch and this first afternoon agenda point.    

 

14:45 8. Climate, energy, sustainable transport and Cohesion Policy: Semester-relevant 

data  

 Alexandre Paquot (DG CLIMA) 

 Sandro Santamato (DG MOVE),  

  

15:30 9. Roundtable discussion on greening the European Semester  

 What are the main obstacles and opportunities?  

 What are MS experiences from previous cycles? 

 What do the Environment Ministries need from the Commission to be successful in 

greening the National Reform Programmes? 
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 What are realistic expectations for the Semester 2014? 

 Role of the Environment Council? 

 

We have so far been presented many studies, ideas and good practices. In this session 

we would like to discuss what the challenges are: what are obstacles and what are 

possible ways to be more successful? 

In addition: In 2014, DG ENV will again launch 1 or 2 studies supporting the 

greening of the Semester. Which topics do you think should have priority?  

 Including a short coffee break at about 16:15. 

 

16:45 10. Establishing an EU MSs network on greening economic and social 

governance? 

 What are conditions and success factors in terms of objectives and organisation form? 

 Proposed follow-up? 

 

A new Commission will be appointed in 2014, and there will also be a mid-term 

review of the Europe 2020 Strategy. However, the overall expectation is that the 

European Semester cycle will continue as a EU2020 monitoring and dialogue 

mechanism.  

It may therefore be useful to organise meetings like today on greening the economies 

in the context of the European Semester twice per year. A good first opportunity 

could be mid-February 2014, when the two studies introduced in agenda point 5 will 

be published. This is also three weeks before the Environment Council of March 

2014. 

 

17:15 11. Any other business 

 

17.30 12. Conclusions and closure 


