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Commission outlines new strategy for sustainable 
use of resources 

The European Commission has outlined a new strategy to ensure the 
sustainable use of natural resources. Current patterns of resource use have 
a seriously negative impact on the environment and will cause further 
deterioration, threatening human health and economic prosperity. The 
resources strategy will be the first  EU initiative to tackle resources use in a 
fully comprehensive way.   The strategy  is based on three core tasks: to 
gather and keep updated information, to assess policies that directly or 
indirectly affect resources, and to identify  appropriate measures, which will 
primarily be integrated into other policies. The Commission intends to 
finalise the resources strategy with stakeholders in the next 18 months.  

“We are highly dependent on natural resources," said Environment Commissioner 
Margot Wallström. “We use metals, minerals and timber in production and 
construction. We eat plants, animals and fish, and we need coal, oil and gas to 
produce energy. Natural resources ensure our economic and social development, 
but the ways in which we use them create waste, emissions and effluents which 
affect water, air and soil. We have to utilise resources differently - more efficiently 
and with less damage to the environment and human health. This strategy will show 
us how.”  

The strategy's goals 
The most pressing problem of resources use is the adverse effects on the 
environment, for examples air pollution and global warming. The resources strategy 
therefore must focus on reducing these environmental impacts and enabling growing 
economies to use resources efficiently from both an environmental and an economic 
point of view.  

The overarching goal of the resources strategy is to de-couple economic growth from 
environmental degradation  To do so, it will  examine the whole lifecycle of our 
natural resources. How natural resources enter our economy, what products are 
made from them, and, at the end of their useful life, how the various materials and 
substances return to soil, air and water. It will then point towards solutions, such as 
cleaner technologies or environmentally less problematic substitutes. 
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The three core elements of the resources strategy 
In order to achieve sustainable use and management of resources, the Commission 
has identified three core tasks around which the  resources strategy will be based on: 

• Knowledge gathering 
At the moment, the exact impacts of resources use on the environment are only 
partially known. Where they are known, the information is dispersed between many 
different actors. In addition, impacts change quickly as a result of rapid technical and 
social developments, and differences in regional conditions and use patterns are 
significant.  

It is important to gather all the relevant information and keep the knowledge base 
constantly up to date. This will make it possible to determine at any given time which 
patterns of resources use are of biggest concern and have the greatest potential for 
environmental improvement, considering technological possibilities and socio-
economic aspects.  

• Policy assessment 
Resource use is influenced by many different policies. To mention a few examples: 

- energy and transport policies determine which energy materials we import and how 
we use them,  

- agricultural and fisheries policies have an influence on the way we deal with soil 
and marine resources,  – 

- trade policy is important when it comes to, for instance, importing tropical timbers.  

Understandably, these different policies follow different agendas and look at resource 
use from different perspectives. 

It is important to assess whether policy choices in these different areas are 
compatible with the overall aim of decoupling economic growth from the impacts of 
resource use, and to suggest alternatives wherever possible. 

• Policy integration  
Concrete measures will need to be taken on the basis of the information generated 
by the previous two elements. This will involve political judgements to rank the 
relative importance of different impacts and to prioritise environmental targets on the 
basis of an overall policy for sustainable management of natural resources. This 
approach will mean proactively integrating resource-related environmental issues into 
other policies.  

These three elements together should enable the resources strategy to bring relevant 
policy areas together to develop commonly accepted goals, taking into account the 
need to consider the economic, environmental and social aspects of policies, as the 
concept of sustainable development requires. 

The resources initiative is closely linked to two other innovative initiatives launched 
this year by the Commission. It will complement Integrated Product Policy, which 
seeks to minimise the environmental impacts of products throughout their entire life-
cycles, from cradle to grave, and the waste strategy, which is aimed at minimising the 
amount of waste we generate, and recycling as much as is feasible.  

“These three initiatives tackle different aspects of our production and consumption 
patterns, but have a common goal – to allow for economic growth without further 
environmental degradation. They will help us achieve sustainable development, 
which will be a win-win situation for both mankind and the eco-system,” Mrs 
Wallström said. 
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A new phase in EU environment policy 
The resources strategy is one of the seven thematic strategies called for in the 6th 
Environment Action Plan, which was adopted in 2002 and outlines the EU's 
environmental policy priorities until 2010. By aiming for resource efficiency and 
sustainable resource management, the strategy will also contribute to achieving 
sustainable production and consumption patterns. It is therefore part of the EU’s 
response towards implementing the objectives agreed at last year's World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. 

The next steps  
The publication of the present Communication entitled "Towards a thematic strategy 
on the sustainable use of natural resources” (COM(2003)572) marks the first step in 
the development of the resources strategy, which should become operational in 
2005. The strategy will be developed in an open and collaborative process involving 
stakeholders and the other EU institutions. The Commission intends to establish an 
Advisory Forum, consisting of stakeholders as well as representatives of EU Member 
States and acceding and candidate countries to steer the policy development 
process on the resources strategy. Working Groups will be set up to cover the key 
issues. 

You can find further information at:  

http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/environment/natres/index.htm;  

on IPP at: http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/ipp/home.htm,  

and on the waste prevention and recycling strategy at: 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/waste/strategy.htm 
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