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The mandate 
 
The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme (6EAP) states that “there is a limited 
capacity of the planet to meet the increasing demand for resources and to absorb the emissions 
and waste resulting from their use and there is evidence that the existing demand exceeds the 
carrying capacity of the environment in several cases.”1  
 
It emphasises that what is needed among the principals and overall aims is “better resource 
efficiency and resource and waste management to bring about more sustainable production 
and consumption patterns, thereby decoupling the use of resources and the generation of 
waste from the rate of economic growth and aiming to ensure that the consumption of 
renewable and non-renewable resources does not exceed the carrying capacity of the 
environment.” 
 
In response to this, article 8 of the 6EAP establishes the following priority actions on the 
sustainable use and management of resources: 
 

(a) an estimate of materials and waste streams in the Community, including imports 
and exports for example by using the instrument of material flow analysis; 

(b) a review of the efficiency of policy measures and the impact of subsidies relating 
to natural resources and waste; 

(c) establishment of goals and targets for resource efficiency and the diminished use 
of resources, decoupling the link between economic growth and negative 
environmental impacts; 

(d) promotion of extraction and production methods and techniques to encourage 
eco-efficiency and the sustainable use of raw-materials, energy, water and other 
resources; 

(e) development and implementation of a broad range of instruments including 
research, technology transfer, market-based and economic instruments, 
programmes of best practice and indicators of resource efficiency;  

 
Within the Action Programme, some non quantitative targets in fact already exist as concerns 
resource use and management, namely halting biodiversity decline by 2010, achieving safe 
quality ground and surface water levels and sustainable levels of [water] extraction and a 
significant overall reduction in volumes of waste generated by 2012. But more specific and 
quantified ones still need to be set.  
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Recital 2 1600/2002/EC- Sixth Community Environment Action Programme 

Initial EEB proposals for  
a European strategy on sustainable use and management of 

natural resources 
- Preliminary comments on Towards a Thematic Strategy on sustainable 

use of natural resources (COM (2003) 572) 
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Sustainable development, resource use and the Lisbon process 
 
From the Gothenburg European Council Conclusions (15 and 16 June 2001) on the EU 
strategy for sustainable development “ The European Council agrees on a strategy for 
sustainable development which completes the Union's political commitment to economic and 
social renewal, adds a third environmental dimension to the Lisbon strategy and establishes a 
new approach to policy making.” … “Clear and stable objectives for sustainable development 
will present significant economic opportunities. This has the potential to unleash a new wave 
of technological innovation and investment, generating growth and employment. … In this 
context the European Council stresses the importance of decoupling economic growth from 
resource use. “ On natural resources it is stressed that: “The relationship between economic 
growth, consumption of natural resources and the generation of waste must change. Strong 
economic performance must go hand in hand with sustainable use of natural resources and 
levels of waste, maintaining biodiversity, preserving ecosystems and avoiding 
desertification.” 

 
 
It is clear that the sustainable use of resources is one of the core objectives of the EU. The 
main role of the thematic strategy is thus to define specific objectives (ie ‘hard’ targets) that 
will lay the framework for sustainable resource use and management. It should be emphasised 
that resource policy should focus on the double aspects of use AND management, this has 
important policy implications in the sense that many biotic resources and ecosystem ‘sinks’ 
that are not perceived as resources and that we are not perceived to ‘use’ still need to be 
managed. 
 
 
Use and management of Natural resources: the problem 
 
Natural resources such as minerals and metals, fossil fuels, forests, sea ecosystems, 
biodiversity, genetic variety, fertile soil, fresh water sources, clean air and open space are the 
basis on which our societies depend. A sustainable use and management of these resources – 
inside and outside of the EU implies that their use and management is meeting the needs and 
concerns of the present generation while ensuring that they are available and have the same 
quality for future generations. 
 
However, these resources are currently increasingly threatened by deterioration, depletion and 
pollution, as worldwide economic growth is generally coupled to the growth of the 
consumption of renewable and non renewable materials, already far beyond the carrying 
capacity of the environment. Most environmental problems are in fact caused by overuse, 
inappropriate use and/or mismanagement of natural resources. 
 
It is therefore important to develop an analytical and policy framework on the use of 
resources, as an umbrella to and setting the ambition for the many policies that already exist 
or are under development, some of which are still focus on the abatement of adverse effects of 
resource use end-of pipe. 

" There is a need for economic systems to take into account the limits of the Earth to absorb 
pollution and provide natural resources …", Environment Council Conclusions on 
Commission Communication on Integrated Product Policy, October 27 2003 
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The analysis of the resource use in our economies, from cradle to grave (extraction to end-of –
life), inside and outside our strict territorial space, is necessary to provide us with better 
insight into the whole economic and ecological system, to enable us to take measures at the 
right places in the production and use chains and to look at measures from a system approach 
rather than from a symptom’s approach. 
  
 
The old scarcity debate: can the last participant turn off the lights please? 
 
Unfortunately, the misunderstanding is still widespread that resource policy is inspired by 
unjustified general scarcity scares which originated 302 years ago, and are subsequently 
outdated. It should be emphasised that,  with regard to sustainable use and management of 
natural resources we are not concerned with predicted economic scarcity  but with already 
evident ecological scarcity. Such as unprecedented rate of extinction of species, loss of unique 
natural habitats, loss of fertile soil, loss of forest area, loss of open space, decline in clean 
fresh water stocks, decline in fish stocks, loss of genetic diversity (also in agriculture). Also 
the ecological resources of the sink, metabolic function (kidney function of our environment), 
the cycling of CO2/oxygen, the climate stability), the sea-to rain-to forest cycle for freshwater 
and the nitrogen cycle.  
 
The mining of relatively scarce metals has been often seen as the example of threatening 
(economic) scarcity, but is far more problematic and acute in terms of loss of habitat, fertile 
soil, pollution, generation of pollution and solid as well as hazardous waste, threatening local 
health and living conditions as well. To be able to have a up-to-date debate on Natural 
Resources we should leave the old scarcity debate behind us and look at the resource issue 
from a system approach, taking into account the real ecological scarcity that we encounter 
already and that can be found in many documents that report on the state of the environment. 
 
 
Two different resource challenges - biotic and abiotic resources 
 
For a better analysis of the problems and solutions related to the use of natural resources, we 
should recognise that there are two different resources categories each with specific 
characteristics and different challenges – and therefore different solutions. The first category 
can be identified as biotic resources: forests, seas, fertile soil, biodiversity, fresh water 
ecosystems. The second as abiotic resources: minerals, metals, fossil resources. 
 
Biotic resources 
 
Biotic resources are currently under large pressure of overuse and bad management, resulting 
in depletion and loss of productivity. As a consequence, availability and quality of these 
resources is also under threat. Criteria for sustainable management and harvest are often 
already developed but not applied on a large scale. When proper management is in place, a 
sustainable amount of resources is guaranteed and available for human use. Carrying capacity 
should be one of the guiding principles. Thus the amount will be limited on a yearly basis to 

                                                 
2 Club of Rome report “ The limits to growth” warning in 1972 for a collapse because of the depletion of non-
renewable resource stocks; but also overpopulation, food shortage and pollution played a role in their scenarios. 
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the levels resulting from proper management and sustainable harvesting methods, 
simultaneously the use will be guaranteed for the future.  
For each type of resource a specific management method is needed. Governments, civil 
society stakeholders and business can set and adopt criteria for each resource type. Some 
existing examples of these type of criteria are: biological and ecological agriculture criteria, 
FSC Forest Stewardship Council (forest products) and the MSC Marine Stewardship Council 
(fish products).  
 
A limited availability of biotic resources makes efficient and appropriate use necessary and 
attractive. For example for wood: this might be a good substitute for more energy intensive 
and polluting construction materials, but  such a substitution  would only be sustainable with 
FSC criteria and with a long use life span (including re-use and recycling into subsequent 
products). 
 
Thus biotic resource policies should aim at: 
 

- setting and applying criteria for sustainable management for all major biotic resources 
(forests, seas, fresh waters, soil, natural habitats)  

- defining for these resources the total amounts that can be sustainably used, taking into 
account the limits set by the sustainable management and internationally equitable use 

- ensuring efficient and appropriate use of biotic resources 
- finding solutions for less use through efficiency of production (eg. developing 

processes, using lesser packaging and diminishing transport distances) and 
consumption (increasing life span, re-use, shared use of products and servicizing and 
finally recycling).  Efficiency or substitution will also be driven as a result of lower 
available (sustainable) yields. 

- defining the top twenty EU priority materials (biotic and abiotic) along the lines of the 
Leiden study (including biotic depletion as far as possible in the impact evaluation) 

 
 
Abiotic resources 
 
The use of abiotic resources is in theory limited to the extractable amount on earth; in practice 
their availability is determined by economic, technical and political factors. Their exploration 
and extraction more often causes impacts through the side-effects (for example habitat 
destruction, land take, pollution or health risks). All extraction and use of abiotic materials 
generates some environmental problems, but these differ according to the material. For some 
materials, such as Cadmium and Mercury, their very use is already a problem due to the 
inherent properties of the material. On the opposite side of the spectrum are inert materials 
such as sand and gravel, in which case it is extraction  (landscape, habitats) and application 
(transport, construction waste) that can pose problems. 
 
As these problems differ in size and nature, a per material based approach is more 
appropriate. This might seem an endless task, but the Leiden study3 shows that combining 
information about the size of the material streams with their current knowledge on 
environmental impacts is feasible and delivers practical information on the selection of 
materials that would be the first priorities for a materials streams based policy approach. 

                                                 
3 Dematerialisation: not just a matter of weight, 2003, Van der Voet et al, CML report 160, Leiden University 
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However it should be added that the concept of carrying capacity should be integrated here as 
far as possible; still lacking to the Leiden study is the depletion of biotic resources. 
 
Indeed we should question whether it is indeed necessary to repeat the exercise for the EU as 
many studies – such as Sustainable Europe, Material flow accounting, CE study and Leiden 
study all point to similar resources and materials that should be priorities for resource policies, 
which suggests that it would  not be unjustified to pre-select a top 20 list of materials. For the 
longterm it would however be desirable to perform the EU level exercise and to make it a 
cyclical one. 
 
As all the materials that enter the economy sooner or later become wastes, effluents or 
emissions, it is vital to address, through a general dematerialisation policy, the total material 
flows in addition to the per material approach. If the consumption of natural resources keeps 
growing, it is not possible to reduce emissions in total and prevent new hazards from 
emerging. Concentrating the policies only on some substances that are already detected as 
harmful leaves us vulnerable to surprises as new compounds (or some other impacts of 
resource use) which exceed the threshold concentrations (or other values) in the ecosystems. 
As the Communication stated, businesses need public policies  with clear long-term objectives 
in order to plan investments and innovate". 25 years (the suggested time-scale of the strategy) 
is such a long time that the main concerns in the environmental impacts will most likely vary 
considerably during that time. New hazards will be recognized  and new substances will gain 
the main focus. Dematerialisation is a sensible and clear long-term objective as it leads the 
economy to the direction of preventive environmental protection, when supplemented with 
more precise objectives related to the environmental impacts that are already identified. 
 
Depending on where the main problems are, policies should target at: 
 

- define the top twenty of EU priority materials (biotic and abiotic) along the lines of the 
Leiden study 4 

- setting and applying criteria for sustainable (or acceptable) extraction and processing 
(abiotic) 

- defining for abiotic resources the total amount that can be sustainably used, taking into 
account the limits set by the various environmental impacts caused by production and 
consumption of these resources and internationally equitable use 

- lowering or ending use where negative side effects are inherent (fossil fuels, heavy 
metals) 

- an overall dematerialisation target for all materials 
- ensuring efficient and appropriate use to reduce negative side effects for all materials 

finding solutions for a reduced use (this includes increasing life span and recycling)  
through efficiency or substitution and find solutions to reduce negative side effects per 
kilogram for all materials. 

 
 

                                                 
4 Including biotic depletion as far as possible in the impact evaluation, currently lacking from the Leiden study. 
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The international dimension 
 
So far we have made no distinction between European and global resources. As a matter of 
principle, all resources need equal protection and proper management. As more and more 
European (indirect) resource use is shifting outside the EU borders, it is evident that this 
dimension needs to be taken into account (see EEA, Wuppertal, Living Planet Index). Thus, 
the analysis of resource use and material streams needs to include the whole chain, to use a 
visual symbol: the ecological rucksacks. 
 
When looking at sustainable yields and limits to use of certain materials, we need to take into 
account the growing needs of a growing world population. For greenhouse gases this is 
already a common way of approaching the problem: to accommodate for increased growth in 
developing countries, the EU will have to realise larger reductions in the long term- as it has 
already acknowledged with respect to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions (See box EU 
policy on greenhouse gases). 
 
The same holds true for the use of materials. This is where the famous factor 4 originated 
from, already in 1997 promoted by the EU at the Rio+5 conference: Halving resource use 
while doubling global welfare would mean a factor 4 lower use of resource use for the EU and 
other industrialised countries5.  
 
This means that the EU has to define its targets for its resource use also in the light of the 
needs of others. This responsibility does certainly cover a range of biotic materials that are 
being imported from other parts of the world, such as agricultural products, forest products, 
sea products. Also, the social impacts related to resource production/extraction outside the EU 
have to be taken into account as well – as has already been done in the definition of the FSC 
label. The same responsibility could include that the EU would have to facilitate producers 
outside the EU in a similar way as those inside the EU if they are exporting product that need 
to be certified according to EU criteria. 
 
 
The Approach for an EU resource policy: three fronts at once. 
 
 
While developing the sophisticated approach per resource and per priority material as 
described above, a resource policy needs to give already some directional guidance. We need 
to create drivers for the whole process, which means headline political targets. At the same 
time, we need a third approach, which makes the connection to the need and formal obligation 
to develop sustainable production and consumption patterns. 
 
 
1. A general target: driving  in the right direction   

 
Assuming there is agreement on the ecological necessity of the absolute decoupling of 
economic growth from resource use, we need some directional guidance. Endless 

                                                 
5Von Weizsäcker, Faktor Vier, München, 1995.  
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scientific dispute on targets will not achieve anything, what is needed is political 
agreement on the targets that would be ambitious enough to generate action and 
innovation. Some argue that eco-efficiency is a journey, not a destination: an ongoing 
process of improvement and innovation. But what type of ambition will trigger the 
journey? 
 
As all material use is closely connected to energy use and the production of greenhouse 
gases, as a general rule the long term reduction of greenhouse gases can be used as a 
rough guidance. Material use is responsible for approximately 50% of total fossil fuel use. 
To limit climate change to a probably safe level, at least a halving of fossil fuel use is 
necessary. Combined with a doubling of global welfare, this makes a factor 4 for the EU 
desirable as a global short to medium term target for material use in 2020 at least as an 
average target for the direct and indirect use of abiotic materials This is in line with earlier 
pledges and obligations of the EU at the Rio +5 summit6. A factor 4 target is equivalent to 
a reduction of 75%. For some resources such as fossil fuels, the reduction factor is more 
likely to be 10 or more. (See also box on EU climate policy). In practice, for ambitious 
actions to be taken now, it does not matter whether the final target will be 4 or 10 or more.  
 
This general target would be a headline political obligation for all producers or users, it 
would become the reference target for all product, waste, transport and other resource 
related policies and a core criteria for EU and national government spending on 
procurement, investment and research (especially towards innovation).  
 
EU Climate policy and resource use 
 
The obligations under the Kyoto Protocol are already tough for the EU to fulfil. In the 
longer term, larger reductions for greenhouse gas emissions are necessary. So far, in EU 
policy little attention has been given to the relation between resource use and climate 
change policy. But there are no good reasons why material use, directly and indirectly 
responsible for a large part of greenhouse gas emissions,  would be allowed dispensation 
from these challenging general reductions.  Following the 6th EAP paragraph on principles 
and overall aims: “ In the longer time this  [ max 2 degrees Celsius temp increase or 550 
ppm CO2] is likely to require a global reduction in emissions of greenhouse gases by 70% 
as compared to 1990 as identified by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC).” And again the 6th EAP on objectives for action on climate change, on a post 
Kyoto agreement: ” This agreement should aim at cutting emissions significantly, taking 
full account, inter alia, of the findings of the IPCC 3rd Assessment Report, and take into 
account the necessity to move towards a global equitable distribution of greenhouse gas 
emissions.” Combining a 70% reduction target with an equitable distribution of emissions 
will lead to a target of factor 10 or more.  

 
 

                                                 
6 At the Earth Summit +5 (New York, June 1997), an EU initiative on eco-efficiency “to consider setting a 
target of achieving a tenfold improvement in productivity in the long term, with a possible four-fold increase 
in the next two or three decades” was agreed after it was specified that the targets were intended for 
industrialised countries. Governments agreed to promote measures to internalise environmental costs and 
benefits in the price of goods and services, and to consider shifting the burden of taxation on to 
unsustainable patterns, including by reducing and eliminating subsidies to environmentally harmful 
activities. 
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2. Developing specific targets; steering resource policy on  priority biotic and abiotic 

resources 
 
a. Potential specific targets for all crucial biotic resources meeting sustainable 
management criteria (modelled along the lines of existing labels – FSC, MSC etc) . See 
table below. Note: this table is not comprehensive and it is given as an illustration of the 
level detail we wish to see in the Strategy. 

 
resource  criteria type  targets 2010  2020  2030 
Sea products  MSC    10%  50%  100% 
Forest products FSC    20%  60%  100% 
Agriculture products  Biological   20%  60%  100% 
 
Land sealing      net stabilisation in 2010 
Conservation of fertile soil (agriculture, forestry) stabilisation 2010 
Conservation of natural soil for biodiversity  stabilisation 2010 
 
Fresh Water bodies Water Framework Dir. all bodies good or high status in 2015  
Biodiversity products To be developed  2010: halt to decline 100% 
Other biotic prod        To be developed 

 
 
      b. Specific targets for 20 priority materials (choice based on streams and impacts) 
 
     To be developed and included in the thematic strategy: 

 list of EU top twenty for thematic strategy 
 targets and policies for top twenty defined with timetables 2010-2020-2030 

 
Every five years a review should be performed of the top twenty due to the possibility of 
additional materials coming to the forefront. 
 
 
3. Sustainable production and consumption approach based on functions and needs 
 

In order to stimulate integrated approaches and innovation, programmes for sustainable 
production and consumption should start aimed at the factor 4 target, aiming at creating 
better products and services, serving basic needs of people in all major consumption 
domains such as housing, food, clothing, transport/access, communication, 
information/education, health and recreation. This would also meet an important 
obligation from the WSSD. 

 
This approach should offer innovative businesses additional opportunities as well as serve 
people who are less well off, fulfilling basic human needs with less or more sustainable 
use of resources. 
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The Government framework:  selecting some useful tools 
 
Below we include a non-exhaustive list of some policy tools. Such tools, and the way they 
will be implemented, should eventually be laid down in some detail in the Strategy.  
 
Legislation 
 
Legislation on the prevention and recycling of waste, on producer responsibility and on 
integrated product policy can already drive producers in the direction of less resource use, 
more recycling and certified sustainable production and products7. 
 
The introduction of legally binding management /production criteria for resource use needs to 
be developed. 
 
The setting of politically binding targets for the top 20 materials creates the possibility for 
transformation into legally binding instruments in waste, product, urban policy etc. 
Depending on the materials this can be specific efficiency targets for product groups, as with 
energy efficiency. Also recovery, recycling and reuse targets for groups of materials and 
products can be set. 
 
The obligation to give information on each product – green label or not - on the geographic 
origin of the major basic resources, with an internet link to resource management conditions, 
including some crucial social aspects. 
 
Public information on resource use and environmental impacts in the production chain in 
company reporting. 
 
Public procurement legislation to enable authorities to reward innovative producers. 
 
Knowledge creation 
 
It is crucial that freely accessible data bases are created and maintained to gather information 
on resource use, material flows and impacts of material use from cradle to grave. There 
should not be a restriction to one system – all information as required for different resource 
oriented approaches such as material flow accounting, ecological footprint, environmental 
space and LCA should be included, as they use very similar basic data anyway. 
Appropriate indicators need to be developed and become publicly available. 
 
Financial stimulation and economic steering 
 
Important measures are: 
 

 Ecological tax reform, for prices and taxes that include external costs and encourage 
eco-efficiency 

 Abolishing perverse subsidies that encourage energy, material use 
 Demonstration and innovation projects aimed at sustainable production and 

consumption patterns that respect the ‘green label’ criteria and factor 4 already at an 
early stage will need financial support 

                                                 
7 By this we mean FSC or MSC type certification. 
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 Products with green labels, with factor 4 dematerialisation to receive subsidies to 
stimulate consumer purchase. 

 
Dematerialization and the relevant targets herein should become, ideally through legislation,  
core criteria for EU and national government spending on procurement, investment and 
research (especially towards innovation). 
 
Work mainly with the frontrunners  
 
When developing effective and encouraging tools to enhance the sustainable use of resources, 
close cooperation with frontrunners in the business community is desirable.  
 
Especially in these situations, where innovation and creativity needs to be encouraged, it is 
rather useless to spend time and energy in discussing these items with the traditional interest 
groups from business that strive for maintaining the status quo. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Views from pro-active business 

WBCSD, the business sustainable development think tank, has since 1992, been advocating the 
concept of eco-efficiency as a central management strategy and tool which ‘combines environmental 
and economic performance. It enables more efficient production processes and the creation of better 
products and services while reducing resource use, waste, and pollution along the entire value chain. It 
creates more value with less impact by de-linking goods and services from the use of nature. It can 
open up significant business opportunities. As an energy conservation tool, it can be helpful in limiting 
climate change.”  
 
Already in 1992, the Business Council for Sustainable development called for an appropriate 
government framework to encourage eco-efficiency: 
 
o a steady, predictable, negotiated move towards full-cost pricing of goods and services 
o the dismantling of perverse subsidies 
o greater use of market instruments and less use of command and control regulations 
o more tax on things to be discouraged, such as waste and pollution and less tax on things to be 

encouraged, such as jobs (in a fiscally neutral setting) 
o more reflection of environmental resource use in standard national accounts 
 
(Source: Walking the talk, Holliday et al, 2002, San Francisco) 
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Brief comments on the Communication (COM (2003) 572) of the 
Commission: 
 
 

o It is good that the ambitions for the Resources Strategy are high: the aim is ‘to develop 
a framework and measures that allow resources to be used in a sustainable way 
without further harming the environment, while achieving the objectives of the Lisbon 
strategy.‘ The idea to have an overarching strategy with a clear vision on the concept 
of sustainable resource use is very valuable, especially when this is linked to the 
commitments from Rio and Johannesburg on Sustainable Development. 

 
o It is important that the Resources Strategy aims to ensure that  knowledge with respect 

to environmental impacts of resource use becomes available, as proposed by the 
Commission. 

 
o Although most relevant problems connected to resource use are being mentioned 

somewhere in the paper, the Commission does not present a clear analysis of the 
problems.  

 
o There is from the beginning confusion about the definition of natural resources, the 

chosen categories are not appropriate. 
 

o The notion that we as mankind are dependent on a limited number of crucial resources 
that absolute need to be protected and safeguarded is missing in the paper. 

 
o The aspect of ‘management’ is omitted from the Strategy so far. The challenge of 

management is in particular important for the challenges facing biotic resources and 
should be included in the Strategy. 

 
o The tone is too negative and defensive: the positive challenge and objective of finding 

win-win situations to bring economic activities in line with sustainable resource use 
and sustainable production and consumption is lacking. Other official documents from 
Commission, Council and Parliament have already brought this point forward very 
strongly: this should be applied and elaborated. 

 
o Missing is a first attempt to propose specific objectives, targets, policy instruments 

and actions for resource use reduction, innovation and efficiency. 
 
 
 
For more information please contact Melissa Shinn + 32 02 289 13 00 (melissa.shinn@eeb.org) or 
Roberto Ferrigno + 32 2 289 10 94 or see www.eeb.org under Environmental Action Programmes. 


