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1. Background 

At its first meeting of 10 July 2012, Working Group II ("Setting Objectives and Measuring 

Progress") of the European Resource Efficiency Platform identified three topics for 

reflection: 

- Narrative; 

- EU 2020; 

- Milestones. 

For each topic, a working paper was produced by a coordinator with the help of some 

members of the Working Group. At the meeting of 25 September 2012, the papers were 

reviewed and discussed.  

This report was prepared by the Secretariat (European Commission, DG Environment) for 

the Sherpa meeting of 22 November 2012 in coordination with the Chair of the Working 

Group. It draws on the working papers and the discussions in the Working Group sessions, 

and sets out a synthesis, including a first set of ideas for consideration and areas that could 

be further explored with the group. While it aims to reflect the ideas put forward by the 

Working Group members in a balanced way, it has not been formally endorsed by the WG 

and cannot be seen as representing the members' views. 

The Roadmap calls for “a fundamental transformation within a generation” in all resource 

consuming sectors and in consumer behaviour, in order to improve resource efficiency while 

respecting resource constraints and planetary boundaries. Becoming more resource efficient 

will be beneficial to the long term performance of the European economy by making it more 

sustainable but also more competitive. These aspects should be covered by the set of 

indicators and targets considered. Measuring progress on resource efficiency also necessitates 

reliable data, robust and easily understandable indicators and milestones. These would allow 

an assessment of results achieved against objectives and targets set in order to correct policies 

if needed. 

2. Indicators as a communication tool 

We need to highlight the benefits and urgency at the same time to have businesses and 

citizens on board in order to facilitate a timely and broad transition of the European economy. 

It might not be possible to arrive to a "catchy" goal like the two degree target for climate 

protection. We should however reflect on other formulations about what shall be achieved 
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(e.g. reduce ecological footprint, increase resource productivity, reduce use/extraction, stay 

within planetary boundaries...). 

An "overshoot day" image (possibly based on a concept such as the ecological footprint) 

could be used very efficiently for communication purpose as a symbolic overall goal. 

Planetary boundaries should also be promoted more, so to ensure resource efficiency is not 

restricted to only one aspect but included in the bigger picture of resource scarcity and the 

absolute limits of our planet. In that respect the best indicator for communication might not 

be the same as the actual lead indicator. 

Possible actions: 

 The "bigger picture" (explaining the need to reduce our footprint and create resilience) 

should cohabitate with the "business case" (security of supply and price volatility).  

 A possibility could be a separate strategy on communication (e.g. Eco-Footprint) in 

addition to a policy strategy that focuses on the dashboard of the four main issues 

(materials, land, water, energy/carbon). 

3. Indicators as a monitoring tool: the Roadmap approach to measuring 

resource efficiency  

To raise awareness and focus minds on resource efficiency resource efficiency should be 

integrated into the EU 2020 process with an appropriate headline indicator or a limited set of 

indicators. Also further indicators are required for the European semester in order to guide 

policies. 

The Roadmap for a Resource Efficient Europe ("Roadmap") proposes as a starting point for 

discussion three levels of indicators: 

- A provisional lead indicator based on material productivity (as a proxy for resource 

efficiency); 

- A dashboard of four complementary macro indicators; 

- Theme-specific indicators to monitor specific objectives and actions of the roadmap. 

3.1. The lead indicator 

It is almost impossible to create a “one-size-fits-all” lead-indicator, as an overall index will 

always show an incomplete picture. A highly aggregated index will not be able to monitor 

policy performance, improvements/deterioration in resource use or give an outlook. 

The best option could be to focus on 4 complementary macro-indicators, covering the main 

aspects of resource efficiency , i.e. material, carbon, land and water However, for political 

and communication reasons, it might be necessary to single out one of these 4 indicators. In 

that case it seems preferable to concentrate on materials use, as this would have the highest 

relevance for resource efficiency.  

The lead indicator currently proposed in the Roadmap is "resource productivity", calculated 

as GDP/DMC (Direct Material Consumption). It links the resource dimension, expressed as 

DMC, and the economy (expressed by GDP). All the data are available from official sources, 

allowing the indicator to be used immediately. 

As a lead indicator GDP/DMC, presents a number of shortcomings:  

- It does not fully consider resource extraction/dependency outside the country concerned. 

It is therefore biased in favour of service economies at the expense of manufacturing 
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economies.  

- It cannot deliver full information on the ecological, economic and social dimensions of 

resource use (e.g. excluding water, land or carbon emissions) 

- It measures only tonnage of materials and can thus be driven by industries depending on 

the use of heavy material (i.e. gravels), making the indicator very dependent of the 

construction sector, at the expense of other important materials  

- A growing GDP can lead to a positive development of the indicator even in the case of 

increased pressure on natural resources.  

Problematic developments of resource depletion and resource quality might be thus 

concealed, with subsequent risks for appropriate political decision making. This indicator will 

not fully convey the narrative needed on resource efficiency. 

Raw Material Consumption (RMC) would alleviate some of these shortcomings. It has the 

merit of accounting for the material flows required upstream along the production chain, and 

thus showing the "material footprint". This would better illustrate the impact of material 

extracted outside the EU. Presenting separately GDP and RMC while disaggregating RMC 

along material and sectors would also address those shortcomings. 

Country data for RMC is currently available from Research Institutes and from Eurostat at 

EU level. A challenge would be obtaining data by country from official sources.  

TMR was also briefly discussed. However, there was a certain reluctance to move in the 

direction of Total Materials Requirements (TMR) for methodological and data availability 

reasons. 

It was further suggested that we need also indicators on resource use per capita/sector. 

3.2. Dashboard 

The Roadmap proposes to complement the lead indicator by a second tier "dashboard" of 

complementary macro indicators on land, water and carbon. The indicators are currently 

available from official sources on a territorial basis, i.e. resources consumed and produced 

within the EU, without taking into account of embedded resources. Consumption 

based/footprint type indicators are available from research, albeit some are in early stage of 

developments. 

Adding material to energy/carbon, land and water in the dashboard would allow presenting 

Material Consumption independently from GDP. In the medium term they should take, as 

proposed in the roadmap, a global perspective, also called consumption based or "footprint". 

However, water footprinting was not found to be the best indicator, as e.g. water stress very 

much depends on the local availability of water.  

Integrating resource indicators from the dashboard in the European semester process and 

more specific thematic policies was seen as a good way of progressing with Resource 

Possible actions: 

 In the short/medium run, use the Raw Material Consumption (RMC) indicator for the EU and 

Member States.  

 Present separately GDP- and RMC-based resource productivity in order to be able to measure 

absolute decoupling and split RMC by material type and sectors; 

 In the long run, focus on consumption based indicators (see recommended actions for the 

dashboard) for a wider range of indicators. 
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Efficiency. The view was also expressed in a working paper that, the Commission should 

calculate impacts on resource use (using the four indicators) in its impact assessment process. 

This proposal was not discussed further by the group. 

The view was also expressed that "having an indicator with imperfect (but perfectible) data 

measuring the right thing than one with perfect data measuring the wrong thing".  At this 

stage, agreed methodologies providing data consistent and homogeneous over sectors and 

territories are not available yet, however. It was perceived that available data could be used at 

the outset, followed by a process to refine data sources and methodologies to take into 

account the consumption perspective and environmental impacts, whilst accepting that in the 

beginning the data may be imperfect.  

Additional themes 

A number of issues are currently not well covered in the set of indicators proposed that could 

be better reflected. This includes in particular: 

- Biodiversity; 

- Recycling (in addition to waste); 

- Energy efficiency; 

- General efficiency of buildings; 

- Mobility/transport; 

- The economic/ social dimension. e.g. jobs in "green" sectors such as recycling 

- Policy implantation indicators 

 

Possible actions: 

 The dashboard indicators should allow footprint measurements using agreed methodologies, in 

particular for material use, carbon and land. In the long run, the Commission should therefore 

develop and improve such indicators.   

 The Commission should work with other stakeholders (through a multiannual work 

programme) to further develop, to improve the quality and timeliness and to standardise the 

consumption-based data for the indicators, in particular for the land footprint metric. 

 The Commission should in particular investigate how yearly (or even quarterly) estimates of 

the various indicators (subject to revision as with GDP) can be obtained. 

 Member States should report their resource use using the four dashboard indicators as part of 

the European Semester process. 

4. Targets 

Targets tend to promote more action than measurement alone, as long as targets are well 

chosen. In addition, the current EU2020 headline indicators are all tied to targets, both at EU 

and national levels. If we wish to advocate resource use indicators in the EU2020 framework, 

then we are likely to also need to identify targets or benchmarks.  

Opinions in the WG on targets were mixed, with some arguing strongly for ambitious targets 

and others wanting to ensure that any targets are realistic and practical before agreeing. One 

of the opinions expressed is that the right set of indicators should be agreed before discussing 

targets. 

An overall target should be operational for policies. At the same time it should be easy to 

communicate, showing a comprehensive picture to facilitate identification by all stakeholders 
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concerned, i.e. citizens, businesses, etc. 

If a number of targets are restrictive a number of them should be positive, giving incentives 

for people to act/improve. Targets should find ways to measure progress accordingly (e.g. 

increase productivity, maintaining stock/population, increase recycling/re-use, etc.).  

Targets should cover the necessity both to improve the "efficiency" of our economy, as well 

as to reach the right global and local "scale". This means using resources more efficiently but 

also reducing the absolute level of resource use, i.e. to reach absolute decoupling, in 

particular for already over-exploited (renewable) resources while increasing the international 

competitiveness of our economy. 

Early indications following group discussion point the following areas as possible for target 

setting:  

- Jobs and the economy: removal of environmental harmful subsidies, green public 

procurement, green jobs creation. 

- Footprint: ideally global land use, global water use and global carbon footprints should be 

considered simultaneously. Whilst land footprint was considered as a main candidate, 

there was no consensus around water footprint. Circular economy, in particular with 

respect to recycling and elimination of landfilling 

- The material aspect, in particular, measuring the decoupling of resource use (measured by 

RMC) and economic activity. 

- Renewables and boundaries (such as water extraction) 

- Sector or product specific resource efficiency targets 

 

 

Possible actions: 

 

• Further work is needed on targets in order to identify those that can be used as such and to 

further develop the options discussed. 

5. Milestones 

The Roadmap included 'milestones' for all the key themes in which it proposed actions. 

Milestones should be coupled with indicators and targets allowing a judgment as to whether 

or not the milestones have been reached, or at least providing guidance for assessment.  

Possible actions: 

 Further work is needed on milestones in order to identify those that can be used to set up 

targets and those that need to be adapted for these purposes, as well as to derive the 

related targets. 

 

 


