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1.1 The History of the Environment Action Programmes (EAPs) 

Since the early seventies, the Environment Action Programmes (EAP) have guided future environmental legislation 

in a coherent manner by providing objectives to tackle vertical and sectorial ecological problems.1 The very first 

EAP (1973-1976)2 was a European reaction to increasingly perceptible ecological damage which had to be detected 

and explained scientifically. It was adopted in 1973 following the Stockholm Conference (1972), the first major UN 

conference focusing on international environmental issues which prompted EU environmental policy to emerge as a 

separate field of community concern. The focus of the first EAP was on linking the environment with economic 

development and the welfare of European citizens. This required maintaining the ecological equilibrium, reducing 

non-renewable resource usage, the mainstreaming of environmental issues into economic activities and raising 

public awareness on environmental issues.3  

 

1.1.1 The first Environment Action Programme   

The 1st EAP’s Declaration4 states the principles and objectives of the Community’s environmental policy. It also 

provides a general description of  the priorities established to reduce pollution and nuisance and of the initiatives 

to be taken. In addition the Declaration notes that the Commission will be responsible for the implementation of 

the programme. The Council exercised the coordinating powers laid down in the Treaties while requiring Member 

 
1 Halmaghi, E. E. (2016) Environmental Action Programmes of the European Union – Programmes Supporting the Sustainable 
Development Strategy of the European Union. 
2 Official Journal of the European Communities (1973) Declaration of the Council of the European Communities and of the 
Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council on 22 November 1973, on the programme of 
action of the European Communities on the environment, O.J. 1973, C112 
3 United Nations (1972) Report of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 
4 Official Journal of the European Communities (1973) Declaration of the Council of the European Communities and of the 
Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council on 22 November 1973, on the programme of 
action of the European Communities on the environment, O.J. 1973, C112 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
http://www.un-documents.net/aconf48-14r1.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
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States to supervise the proper execution of measures.5 The 1st EAP defines the aim of environment policy broadly 

as “to improve the setting and quality of life, and the surroundings and living conditions of the peoples of the 

Community”. One of the primary aspects of the 1st EAP was the harmonisation of activities and standards across the 

EU in order to create coherence between EU and Member State policies. “Major aspects of environmental policy in 

individual countries must no longer be planned and implemented in isolation. (…) national programmes in these 

fields should be coordinated and national policies should be harmonised within the Community.” To achieve this, 

the 1st EAP’s principles called for the application of the appropriate provisions of the Treaties, the implementation 

of the actions described in the EAP itself, and the implementation of the environment information procedure.6 The 

1st EAP also acknowledged that technological progress had to be shaped according to ecological necessities and 

environmental quality standards were introduced. To define these product and environmental quality standards, 

the 1st EAP proposed a gradual approach starting with research (e.g. on the nuisance of pollutants, on the causes of 

pollution and on criteria for environmental objectives).7 The 1977 Resolution to continue with a 2nd EAP 

summarised the influence of the 1st EAP as follows “The 1973 action programme has been the source of many 

implementing texts prior to 31 December 1976 (36 proposals transmitted-by the Commission, of which 17 have 

been adopted by the Council). At the same time many environmental measures have been taken by the Member 

States: (148 draft Regulations and 12 international agreements have been notified to the Commission and to all the 

Member States under the Information Agreement”.8 

 

1.1.2 The Second Environment Action Programme 

The 2nd EAP (1977-1981)9 was essentially a continuation of the first programme. It covered the same areas as the 1st 

EAP, water (water quality and protection, waste prevention) and air (air quality and protection) and also had the 

same duration (four years). It emphasised the notion of preventive action, the polluter pays principle, introduction 

of standards for polluting substance, increased support for scientific and technical research, harmonisation of 

policies across the Member States, and the need for Community involvement in international organisations that the 

1st EAP had touched upon. In spite of this, the programme was criticised for defining the importance of preventive 

measures too generally, without putting forward specific actions to this end, and hence not solving one of the 

weaknesses of the 1st EAP.10 

 

During the first and second EAP there was extensive legislative activity, mainly with regards to limiting pollution by 

introducing minimum standards. In this period Directives were adopted on waste management, noise abatement, 

protection of natural resources, such as air and water, and nature conservation. Several of these Directives11 

explicitly refer to the EAP as one of the reasons for their existence in their preambles. In spite of this, it has been 

 
5 Hey, E. (2005) EU Environmental Policies: A Short History of the Policy Strategies, Chapter 3, in EU Environmental Policy 

Handbook 
6 Official Journal of the European Communities (1973) Declaration of the Council of the European Communities and of the 
Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council on 22 November 1973, on the programme of 
action of the European Communities on the environment, O.J. 1973, C112 
7 Hey, E. (2005) EU Environmental Policies: A Short History of the Policy Strategies, Chapter 3, in EU Environmental Policy 
Handbook 
8 Official Journal of the European Communities (1977) Resolution of the Council of the European Communities and of the 
Representatives of the Governments of the Member States meeting within the Council of 17 May 1977 on the continuation and 
implementation of a European Community policy and action programme on the environment 
9 Official Journal of the European Communities (1977) Resolution of the Council of the European Communities and of the 
Representatives of the Governments of the Member States meeting within the Council of 17 May 1977 on the continuation and 
implementation of a European Community policy and action programme on the environment 
10 Lavrysen, L.(1999) Good intentions and less good results: The five environmental action programmes and their transposition into 
secondary legislation; Rehbinder, E.  and Stewart, R. (1985) Environmental Protection Policy, Integration Through Law. Europe and 
the American Experience, Volume 2, Walter De Gruyter, Berlin - New York, 1985 
11 For example: the Council Directive 77/312/EEC on biological screening of the population for lead, the Council Directive 
75/442/EEC on waste, the Council Directive 77/312/EEC on biological screening of the population for lead 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A112%3ATOC
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/BG/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:1977:139:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/BG/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:1977:139:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/BG/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:1977:139:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/BG/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:1977:139:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/BG/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:1977:139:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/BG/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:1977:139:TOC
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argued that in practice the success of the implementation of the first EAPs was hindered by periods of economic 

recession, from 1975–1978 and 1981-1983.12  

 

1.1.3 The third Environment Action Programme 

The 3rd EAP (1982-1986)13 promoted policies to support the control and reduction of pollution. It introduced the 

preventative principle and integrated environmental goals in additional important sectors: protection of the 

Mediterranean Sea, noise reduction; regulation of transboundary emissions, hazardous substances, and the 

transboundary transport of hazardous substances.14 The third EAP adopted an objective related to the sustainable 

use of natural resources, which was the first use of this term in European environmental policy.15 The 3rd EAP also 

saw one of the fundamental directives relating to environmental protection adopted, the Environmental Impact 

Assessment (EIA) Directive (Directive 85/337/ EC).16 On the basis of this directive, activities that could affect the 

environment were required to be assessed before the activity commenced. As shown in its Resolution, the 3rd EAP 

was concerned with the impacts that environmental policies could have in the internal market. The concern was 

that diverging national policies would result in disparities that would adversely affect the proper functioning of the 

common market. To tackle this, product regulations to avoid non-tariff barriers were established under this EAP, 

and the risks as well as the economic benefits of environmental policies were assessed.17 There was a shift to 

reducing emissions at source (“end of the pipe” solutions), environmental emissions standards were introduced to 

avoid distortions to industrial competitiveness, and the concept and use of best available technique (BAT) (to 

reduce pollution) was imposed.18  The 3rd EAP was also notable for identifying 13 priority areas for action for 

promoting the integration of environmental considerations into all policy areas.19  

 

1.1.4 The fourth Environment Action Programme 

1987 is seen as a turning point for environmental policy in Europe as environmental protection became a chapter of 

its own in the Single European Act (SEA). In practice, this implied little change, with the Treaty corroborating what 

previous policy documents had said.20 Structure-wise, the 4th EAP (1987-1992)21 adopted a “sectoral approach”, 

analysing the impact of strategic economic sectors on the environment and proposing actions across the sectors of 

concern. These were atmospheric pollution, fresh water and sea water, chemicals, biotechnology, noise and 

nuclear safety. The emphasis was on the further elaboration and application of existing directives rather than on 

new measures.22 Divergent legislation across Member States continued to create unfavourable competitive 

conditions, thereby threatening the functioning of the common market, for example, regarding the assessment of 

 
12 Hey, E. (2005) EU Environmental Policies: A Short History of the Policy Strategies, Chapter 3, in EU Environmental Policy 
Handbook; Halmaghi, E. E. (2016), Environmental Action Programmes of the European Union – Programmes Supporting the 
Sustainable Development Strategy of the European Union. 
13 Official Journal of the European Communities (1983) Resolution of the Council and of the Representatives of the Governments of 
the Member States of 7 February 1983 
14 Confartigianato. (n.d.) EU Environmental Issues and Policies Guidelines. 
15 EU (2012) Official Journal of the European Union, C 191, 29 June 2012 
16 EC (1985) Council Directive 85/337/EEC of 27 June 1985 on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private projects 
on the environment. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
17 Halmaghi, E. E. (2016), Environmental Action Programmes of the European Union – Programmes Supporting the Sustainable 
Development Strategy of the European Union. 
18 Confartigianato. (n.d.) EU Environmental Issues and Policies Guidelines. 
19 Papadakis, E. (2012) Challenges for Global Environmental Diplomacy in Australia and the European Union 
20 Halmaghi, E. E. (2016), Environmental Action Programmes of the European Union – Programmes Supporting the Sustainable 
Development Strategy of the European Union. 
21 Official Journal of the European Communities (1987) Resolution of the Council of the European Communities and of the 

representatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council of 19 October 1987 on the continuation and 
implementation of a European Community policy and action programme on the environment (1987-1992) 
22 Lavrysen, L. (1999) Good intentions and less good results: The five environmental action programmes and their transposition into 

secondary legislation 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1983%3A046%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC%3A1983%3A046%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ:C:2012:191:FULL
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31985L0337
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31985L0337
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/41009/3/papadakis.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A41987X1207
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A41987X1207
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A41987X1207
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the environmental effects of public and private projects when applying EIAs23. In this context, the main innovation 

was in the emphasis on the need to ensure the implementation of policies, i.e. formal legal compliance and 

practical implementation. To facilitate this, the Commission strived to intensify the dialogue with national and/or 

regional administrations by appointing Community environment inspectors to help Members States:  

“The Commission intends to intensify the dialogue with national (or, as the case may be, regional) administrations 

(…) to promote a more fully harmonised understanding of, and approach to, both legal and practical questions 

concerning implementation; and to persuade them to ensure the effective implementation of Community acts and 

the national laws based on them” 24.  

 

This dialogue was intended to allow countries to learn from each other as well as helping reduce the number of 

cases in which the European Commission was forced to resort to infringement procedures. Other tools or actions 

mentioned in the 4th EAP for ensuring implementation were Community environment inspectors appointed to work 

with national officials, publicising Community environment policy to raise awareness, seminars and workshops for 

interested organisations to discuss implementation of environmental policy, empowerment of people, non-

governmental organisations and local authorities to bring instances of non-compliance or of inadequate compliance 

to the attention of the Commission, and ultimately infringement procedures. Besides effective implementation, 

mainstreaming of environmental policy across all other policy areas continued to be at the centre of the EAP (and 

the SEA). Integration of environmental considerations across the main policy areas (agriculture, industry, 

transportation and energy) was pursued by offering economic incentives for ecologically friendly behaviour and 

introducing the standardised planning instrument for environmental assessment.25 Financial instruments such as 

taxes, subsidies and tradable emission permits were introduced for the first time.26 Overall, the 4th EAP was viewed 

as a mature environmental policy plan that considerably differed from the previous ones in its highly systematic 

structure, fairly clear general policy vision and analyses of the problems, coupled with proposals or intentions for 

actions and measures, and the consistency of the different parts of the programme.27 One of its weaknesses was 

the lack of a timeline for the implementation of actions.  

 

1.1.5 The fifth Environment Action Programme 

Over time, the interest of the European Union in ‘sustainable development’ grew in parallel with United Nations’ 

led initiatives on the same issue, which culminated in the 1992 Rio Conference on the Protection of the 

Environment and Sustainable Development.28 The term ‘sustainable development’ began to be used to refer to a 

tool for improving the quality of the environmental and life while increasing competitiveness. The Maastricht 

Treaty on European Union (1992)29, also referred to as the Treaty on European Union (TEU), describes sustainable 

development as a fundamental goal. This is further strengthened by the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997)30, which 

formally introduced the notion of sustainable development.31  

 
23 EC (1985) Council Directive 85/337/EEC of 27 June 1985 on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private projects 
on the environment. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
24 Official Journal of the European Communities (1987) Resolution of the Council of the European Communities and of the 
representatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council of 19 October 1987 on the continuation and 
implementation of a European Community policy and action programme on the environment (1987-1992) 
25 Confartigianato. (n.d.) EU Environmental Issues and Policies Guidelines. 
26 Halmaghi, E. E. (2016), Environmental Action Programmes of the European Union – Programmes Supporting the Sustainable 
Development Strategy of the European Union. Hey, E (2005) EU Environmental Policies: A Short History of the Policy Strategies, 
Chapter 3, in EU Environmental Policy Handbook; 
27 Lavrysen, L. (1999) Good intentions and less good results: The five environmental action programmes and their transposition into 
secondary legislation 
28 Confartigianato. (n.d.) EU Environmental Issues and Policies Guidelines. 
29 EC (1992) Treaty on European Union. Last accessed 07/08/2018 
30 EC (1997) Treaty of Amsterdam 
31 Papadakis, E. (2012) Challenges for Global Environmental Diplomacy in Australia and the European Union 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31985L0337
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31985L0337
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A41987X1207
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A41987X1207
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A41987X1207
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/445e/f8210932ca2b848b8d8b0d46072b592d97ae.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:JOC_1992_191_R_0001_01
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/treaty/pdf/amst-en.pdf
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/41009/3/papadakis.pdf
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Against this background, 'Towards Sustainability' was used as the headline of the 5th EAP (1993-2000)32. This was 

approved by the Council and the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States on February 1st, 1993. 

The programme, prepared in parallel to the 1992 Rio Conference and the launch of Agenda 21, constituted the 

Community’s first commitment to sustainable development.33 The programme adopted a more global approach and 

set longer term objectives for quality of life, ensuring access to natural resources and preventing environmental 

damage34. To achieve this, the 5th EAP was structured - for the first time - into thematic strategies for seven 

environmental priority issues, namely climate change, acidification, biodiversity, water, urban environment, 

coastal zones and waste, as well as the management of risks and accidents. The thematic strategies were intended 

to enhance coherence within the Programme, either by closing important gaps (e.g. marine and urban 

environments, soil and resources) or by addressing smaller, more specific gaps in existing measures (e.g. air, 

pesticides, waste prevention and recycling). 35  

 

In addition to this, the 5th EAP resolution pledged to improve integration of the environmental dimension in all 

major policy areas. In 1997, integration became a requirement under the EC Treaty36: “environmental protection 

requirements must be integrated into the definition and implementation of the Community policies [.] in 

particular with a view to promoting sustainable development”. In other words, environmental protection became 

an EU horizontal policy that had to  be automatically considered in other Community policies. A key element of the 

5th EAP was the replacement of the ‘command-and-control’ approach with ‘shared responsibility’ between the 

various actors (e.g. governments, industry and citizens).  

 

Unlike previous action programmes which relied almost exclusively on legislative measures, the 5th EAP resolution37 

proposed a mix of instruments that would acknowledge the shared responsibility of actors in society. Instruments 

included legislative measures (minimum levels of protection, international agreements, rules and standards with a 

view to the internal market); market-based instruments (incentives for producers and consumers  - economic, fiscal 

and civil responsibility measures - and "price corrections"; horizontal measures (improving information and 

environmental statistics, scientific research and technological development, improving sectoral and spatial 

planning, public information, professional training); and financial support mechanisms (LIFE programme, Structural 

Funds, Cohesion Fund, EIB loans). Long-term horizons were regarded as pivotal to the success of policy measures.38 

 

1.1.6 Summary overview of EAPs 

The table below provides a summary of the objectives, key areas, structure and key features of the 1st to 5th EAP. 

Table 0-1 EAPs summary table  

 
32 Official Journal of the European Communities (1993) Resolution of the Council and the Representatives of the Governments of the 
Member States, meeting within the Council of 1 February 1993 on a Community programme of policy and action in relation to the 
environment and sustainable development - A European Community programme of policy and action in relation to the environment 
and sustainable development 
33 ‘Key developments in the implementation of the 5th Environment Action Programme’ accompanying EC (2000) Global assessment 
Europe’s environment: what directions for the future? 
34 EC (2005) Environment. Archives. Action Programme. Last accessed: 30/07/2018 
35 ‘Key developments in the implementation of the 5th Environment Action Programme’ accompanying EC (2000) Global assessment 

Europe’s environment: what directions for the future? 
36 EC (1997) Treaty of Amsterdam 
37 Official Journal of the European Communities (1993) Resolution of the Council and the Representatives of the Governments of 
the Member States, meeting within the Council of 1 February 1993 on a Community programme of policy and action in relation to 
the environment and sustainable development - A European Community programme of policy and action in relation to the 
environment and sustainable development 
38 Papadakis, E. (2012) Challenges for Global Environmental Diplomacy in Australia and the European Union 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/5th.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/treaty/pdf/amst-en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A41993X0517
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/41009/3/papadakis.pdf
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EAP Contextual drivers Objective Areas / Specific 

sectors  

Key features Form & 

structure 

1st EAP 

(1973-

1976) 

Perceptible ecological 

damage;  

 

Stockholm Conference 

(1972) 

To improve the 

setting and quality of 

life, and the 

surroundings and 

living conditions of 

the peoples of the 

Community 

- Water - drinking 

water quality, waste 

prevention  

- Air - air quality  

- Harmonisation of 

activities and 

standards across 

the EU 

- Minimum standards 

to limit pollution 

- Mainly legislative 

measures 

- Resolution 

2nd EAP 

(1977-

1981) 

Perceptible ecological 

damage;  

 

Stockholm Conference 

(1972) 

To improve the 

setting and quality of 

life, and the 

surroundings and 

living conditions of 

the peoples of the 

Community 

- Water - drinking 

water quality, waste 

prevention  

- Air - air quality  

- Harmonisation of 

activities and 

standards across 

the EU 

- Minimum standards 

to limit pollution 

- Mainly legislative 

measures 

- Resolution 

3rd EAP 

(1982-

1986) 

 

Increasing importance 

of prevention (over 

mitigation); 

 

Lack of integration 

across policy areas 

The protection of 

human health, the 

long-term availability 

of all the resources 

which determine the 

quality of life 

(quality & quantity) 

namely, water, air, 

space, climate, raw 

materials, the built 

environment, and the 

natural and cultural 

heritage, as well as 

the maintenance and 

restoration of the 

natural 

environment. 

- Fresh water and sea 

water 

- Atmospheric 

pollution 

- Noise 

- Chemicals 

- Waste 

- Technology and 

pollution 

- Preventative 

principle 

- Resource efficiency 

- Environmental 

Impact 

Assessments 

- Environmental 

standards 

- Mainly legislative 

measures 

- Resolution 

4th EAP 

(1987-

1992) 

Lack of integration 

across all policy areas; 

 

Insufficient 

enforcement/effective 

implementation by MS 

and lack of 

harmonisation 

between MS 

(threatening the 

functioning of the 

common market) 

 

The protection of 

human health, the 

long-term availability 

of all the resources 

which determine the 

quality of life 

(quality & quantity) 

namely, water, air, 

space, climate, raw 

materials, the built 

environment, and the 

natural and cultural 

heritage, as well as 

the maintenance and 

restoration of the 

natural 

environment. 

- Fresh water and sea 

water 

- Atmospheric 

pollution 

- Noise 

- Chemicals 

- Waste 

- Technology and 

pollution 

- The importance of 

safeguarding the 

Internal Market 

- Effective 

implementation of 

legislation 

- Mainstreaming of 

environmental 

policy across all 

other policy areas 

- Mainly legislative 

measures 

- Resolution 

- Sectoral 

approach 

5th EAP 

(1993-

2000) 

Lack of integration 

across all policy areas; 

 

Sustainable 

development;  

 

Perceived need for 

shared responsibility 

Sustainable 

development – 

Improved and 

continued welfare of 

citizens whilst 

ensuring the long-

term success of the 

Internal Market 

through adequate 

- 5 target sectors 

(industry, energy, 

transport, 

agriculture and 

tourism) 

- 7 themes (climate 

change, 

acidification/air 

- Sustainable 

development 

- Shared 

responsibility 

- Mix of instruments: 

Legislative, Market-

based, horizontal 

- Resolution 

- First time an 

EAP had a 

thematic 

structure 
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EAP Contextual drivers Objective Areas / Specific 

sectors  

Key features Form & 

structure 

of various actors in 

society 

industrial, energy, 

regional 

development, 

agriculture, transport 

policies that deliver 

goods.  

quality, urban 

environment, 

coastal zones, 

waste management, 

water resources, 

and biodiversity). 

measures, financial 

support mechanisms 

 

 

1.2 The 6th EAP: A Changing Programme 

1.2.1 From the 5th to the 6th EAP: Formation of the 6th EAP  

The 6th EAP (2002-2012)39 was designed based on the shortcomings in the implementation of the fifth programme as 

well as on new emerging challenges for environmental policy. In its 5th EAP implementation progress report of 

199640, the Commission noted that progress was most advanced in the manufacturing sector where legislation had 

existed for twenty years and where the economic advantages were quickly seen. On the contrary, progress was 

least apparent in agriculture and in tourism. In the field of transport, awareness of environmental problems was 

increasing, and progress was being made on vehicle emissions, fuel quality and technology. However, the progress 

was insufficient to offset the overall growth in the vehicle fleet. In the energy sector, existing policy instruments 

were not managing to bring about significant change. 

 

In relation to the specific thematic strategies it set, there was progress in a number of environmental areas during 

the 5th EAP:41 reduction of ozone depleting substances, emissions of heavy metals and sulphur dioxide, 

improvements in the approach to nature protection, surface water quality, industry-related risks and waste. 

According to the European Environment agency (EEA), particular attention was still required to develop improved 

approaches to climate change and acidification, urban issues, including air quality, noise and waste, together with 

a comprehensive strategy to ground water and surface water resources.42 

 

Based on the conclusions of the 5th EAP Progress Report, and on the updated State of the Environment Report 

published by the European Environment Agency in November 199543, the Commission adopted, on 24th January 

1996, a draft Decision of the European Parliament and the Council on the Review of the 5th EAP. The draft Decision 

identified five priority areas in which Community action needed to be stepped up and called for further integration 

of the environment into other policies such as agriculture, transport, energy, industry and tourism. It also 

encouraged the use of a wider range of policy instruments such as market-based and horizontal instruments; 

increased implementation and enforcement measures by improved and simplified legislation; additional action in 

the field of communication and information to raise public awareness; reinforcement of the Union's role in 

international action. In July 1998 (30 months after the draft proposal for the review of the 5th EAP had been 

 
39 Official Journal of the European Communities (2002) Decision No 1600/2002/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
22 July 2002 laying down the Sixth Community Environment Action Programme 
40 EC (2015) Environment. Archives. Action Programme. Progress Report on implementation of the European Community 
Programme of Policy and Action in relation to the environment and sustainable development "towards sustainability". Last accessed: 
30/07/2018 
41 ‘Key developments in the implementation of the 5th Environment Action Programme’ accompanying EC (2000) Global assessment 
Europe’s environment: what directions for the future? 
42 EEA (1995) SUMMARY Environment in the European Union - 1995 - Report for the Review of the Fifth Environmental Action 
Programme 
43 EEA (1995) The European environment — state and outlook 2015 — synthesis report. Last accessed: 03/08/2018  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32002D1600&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32002D1600&from=EN
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/env-act5/prog-rep.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/env-act5/prog-rep.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/92-827-5263-1-sum
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/92-827-5263-1-sum
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/92-827-5263-1
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presented by the Commission), the European Parliament and the Council agreed in the conciliation of the text of 

the Review of the 5th EAP. 

 

The final assessment of the 5th EAP44 concluded that although it had set out an ambitious vision for sustainable 

development (leading to its incorporation in the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) and to the process of integration of 

environmental considerations into other policy areas) and cut down pollution levels in some areas, practical 

progress had been rather limited, and problems remained. The final assessment concluded that the reason for this 

was that there had been no clear recognition of commitment from Member States and stakeholders and little 

ownership by other sectors of the programme. The assessment also concluded that the 5th EAP also failed to set 

quantifiable targets, indicators and monitoring mechanisms which was reported as hindering evaluation. The 

assessment also stated that the environment would continue to deteriorate unless implementation of 

environmental legislation in Member States progressed; the integration of environment into the economic and 

social policies driving the pressures on the environment improved and expanded; efforts from stakeholders and 

citizens to protect the environment increased; and new measures were implemented to address serious and 

persistent as well as emerging environmental problems.  

 

Based on this critical review, a proposal for the 6th EAP was made in 200145. Four “priority areas” (themes) were 

proposed: (i) climate change; (ii) nature and biodiversity; (iii) environment and health; (iv) ensuring the 

sustainable management of natural resources and waste. Strategic action to work on these areas was divided into 

five “priority avenues” that read as objectives: (1) the implementation of existing legislation; (2) the integration of 

environmental concerns into other policies; (3) finding new ways of working more closely with the market via 

businesses and consumers (in particular there is reference to ‘voluntary environmental agreements’ with business 

as well as an Integrated ‘Product Policy Approach’ to improve the environmental performance of products 

throughout their life cycle46); (4) empowering people as private citizens and helping them to change behaviour; and 

(5) encouraging better land-use planning and management decisions. 

 

As required by the Treaty on European Union (TEU), also referred to as the Treaty of Maastricht (1992), the 6th 

EAP47 was adopted in 2002 by the Council and the European Parliament for the first time via the co-decision 

procedure (currently known as ‘Ordinary Legislative Procedure’). Article 192(3), Title XX on Environment "3. 

General action programmes setting out priority objectives to be attained shall be adopted by the European 

Parliament and the Council, acting in accordance with the ordinary legislative procedure and after consulting the 

Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions." The Co-decision procedure is a legislative 

process that requires the agreement of both the European Parliament and the European Council to agree to adopt 

any legislation.48 The co-decision procedure became the "ordinary legislative procedure" with the Treaty of Lisbon 

(2009). Such a co-decision procedure is seen by the Commission as a double-edged sword – on the one hand, it is 

positive as it implies that “environmental policy is responsibility of not only the Commission, but also the 

Parliament and the Council”; on the other hand, it undermines the ‘right of initiative’ of the Commission.49  

 
44 EC (2000) Global assessment Europe’s environment: what directions for the future? 
45 EC (2001) Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the Economic and Social Committee 
and the Committee of the Regions on the sixth environment action programme of the European Community 'Environment 2010: Our 
future, Our choice' - The Sixth Environment Action Programme. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
46 Papadakis, E. (2012) Challenges for Global Environmental Diplomacy in Australia and the European Union 
47 EC (2002) Decision No 1600/2002/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 July 2002 laying down the Sixth 
Community Environment Action Programme. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
48 EC (2002) Codecision Procedure. Last accessed: 21/08/2018 
49 Interview in August 2018 with DG ENV staff involved in development of the 7th EAP 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52001DC0031
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52001DC0031
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52001DC0031
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32002D1600
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32002D1600
http://ec.europa.eu/codecision/procedure/index_en.htm
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Under the headline “Our Future, Our Choice”, the 6th EAP was set out to implement the European Union’s 

sustainable development strategy. The Programme was described as constituting the environmental pillar of the EU 

Sustainable Development Strategy (EU-SDS)50. In addition to the priority areas and priority avenues already 

described at the proposal stage, the Programme introduced the concept of Thematic Strategies that constituted a 

framework for action in fields of concern.  

 

Seven Thematic Strategies were set to be developed by the Commission by the third year of operation of the 6th 

EAP in the areas of air, pesticides, waste prevention and recycling, natural resources, soil, marine environment and 

urban environment.51 Through improving the knowledge base in these areas, the aim of the thematic strategies was 

to develop the concrete policy targets and measures for the objectives for which the 6th EAP had not done so52. The 

thematic strategies covered by the 6th EAP generated some controversy around the impact they would have on 

European competitiveness and were also associated with significant costs, given that their development took about 

four years and absorbed considerable resources both within the Commission and among stakeholders and experts 

involved.53 In an effort to further ease concerns relating to this, a working document published by the Commission 

in October 200554 spelled out how the seven Thematic Strategies had been developed in line with the Better 

Regulation55 strategy or agenda of the Commission. Each strategy was accompanied by a thorough impact 

assessment, analysing the economic, social and environmental impacts of different policy options, including 

extensive stakeholder consultations and they aimed at somewhat simplifying the existing regulatory framework.  

 

Overall, the cooperative approach to the 6th EAP was thought to reflect the change in thinking about key 

environmental governance at the time, which set stronger emphasis on cooperative processes.56 As opposed to 

more traditional, hierarchical forms of regulation, the 6th EAP embraced joint problem definition and policy 

formulation together with experts from EU Member States and key stakeholders. This change was partly prompted 

by the belief that the scale of the problems (climate change, loss of biodiversity, natural resource consumption, 

environment and health) could not rely on a top-down approach alone57. In addition, the cooperative process was 

expected to help overcome the lack of commitment by Member States and key stakeholders to previous EAPs.58  

 

 

1.2.2 Lessons from the 6th EAP 

The key reference on the lessons learnt from the 6th EAP is the final assessment (ex-post evaluation)59 of the 

programme. This final evaluation consisted of an external assessment which drew from the EEA report "The 

European Environment - State and Outlook 2010" (SOER 2010) providing an overview of the progress made on the 

 
50 EC (2001) A sustainable Europe for a better world: A European Union strategy for sustainable development. Communication from 
the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament. COM (2001) 264 final 
51 EC (2015) Environment. 6th Environment Action Programme. Thematic Strategies. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
52 Ecologic (2011) Final Report for the Assessment of the 6th Environment Action Programme 
53 Ecologic (2011) Final Report for the Assessment of the 6th Environment Action Programme 
54 EC (2005) Commission Working Document, Better Regulation and the Thematic Strategies for the Environment 
55 ‘Better Regulation’ is the name given to the Interinstitutional Agreement on Better Law-Making signed by the European Parliament, 
the Council and the Commission on 2003 (replaced in 2016 by a new agreement) which therefore represents a shared commitment 
of all of the EU institutions. 
56 Héritier, A. (2002) New Modes of Governance in Europe: Policy Making without Legislating? IHS Political Science Series: 2002, 
No. 81 
57 Von Homeyer, I. (2010) Emerging experimentalism in EU environmental governance. In: Sabel, Charles F. and Jonathan Zeitlin 
(eds.), Experimentalist Governance in the European Union: Towards a New Architecture?, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 121-
150 
58 EC (2000) Global assessment Europe’s environment: what directions for the future? 
59 EC (2011) The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme. FINAL ASSESSMENT. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/com-2001-264-final
https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/com-2001-264-final
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/strategies_en.htm
https://www.ecologic.eu/sites/files/attachments/Projects/2010/ecologic_6eap_report.pdf
https://www.ecologic.eu/sites/files/attachments/Projects/2010/ecologic_6eap_report.pdf
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/4eef9b45-3920-41b2-9615-4729cfa00c28/language-en
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/pdf/99543_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
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attainment of EU environmental objectives. The evaluation also included opinions collected via a public 

stakeholder consultation on the 6th EAP. The consultation addressed perceptions on the achievement of the 

programme’s objectives, in terms of delivery of policy commitments (whether through legislation or other 

instruments) and in terms of the added value of the programme in facilitating the adoption of environment policies 

and the achievement of environmental goals. 

 

According to the final assessment60, the 6th EAP was helpful in that it provided a comprehensive overarching 

framework for environmental policy. The co-decision process resulted in a 6th EAP with a large number of actions, 

varying both in scope and effect. The co-decision process also gave the 6th EAP more legitimacy than previous 

programmes as stakeholders felt a wider sense of ownership for subsequent policy proposals. However, although 

the large majority of actions set out in the Programme had been - or were in the process of being - completed by 

the time the evaluation was carried out, several challenges remained. Unsustainable trends persisted in the four 

priority areas namely climate change, nature and biodiversity, environment and health and quality of life, and 

natural resources and waste. The overall target of the 6th EAP to halt biodiversity decline by 2010 was not reached 

and the general trend observed for most indicators relevant to biodiversity was negative. Over-exploitation of the 

marine environment continued to be apparent, with fisheries under particular pressure. Wider political attention 

and financial commitments from both the EU and Member States could have helped halt such decline. Progress 

around climate was partly positive, as the objectives and ambitions of the 6th EAP in this regard were exceeded 

thanks to  the commitment of EU Head of States among others. Ambitions in relation to action by the international 

community were however not achieved.. The final assessment also concluded that the 6th EAP was regarded as 

having had little impact improving the quality of the urban environment. In urban areas air pollutants such as 

particulate matter and ozone continued to be an issue, and so was noise. In a number of rural areas, access to 

water of satisfactory quality was still considered insufficient. The final assessment also stated that environmental 

pressure from growing consumption and production patterns continued to burden the environment. Next to an 

increasing reliance on imports of resources consumed, substantial differences in resource productivity persisted 

between the Member States which hindered sustainability. Food and drink, private transport and housing accounted 

for 70-80% of the EU environmental impact on consumption. Despite pledges in the Waste Framework Directive for 

waste prevention, the final assessment of the 6th EAP recognised that waste (generation) was still an issue hindered 

by an insufficiently robust knowledge base and differences between Member States that led to a lack of tangible 

measures and target-setting. The challenges for the implementation of waste legislation were becoming greater in 

a Europe where trade in waste was increasing.  

 

The final assessment of the 6th EAP61 also identified a number of factors that led to the varying progress across 

objectives : the level of ambition of objectives (e.g. too ambitious regarding nature conservation, not ambitious 

enough regarding climate), external factors such as not enough political attention and financial commitment of 

Member States (e.g. biodiversity), and implementation deficits at Member State level of EU environmental 

legislation. The final assessment also stated that implementation had been particularly problematic in the nature 

conservation, waste and water areas, which accounted for approximately two-thirds of EU environmental 

infringement cases in 2010. In addition, the large number of objectives that resulted partly from the inclusion of 

several stakeholders in the process turned out to be counterproductive. Despite the co-decision procedure which 

provided the 6th EAP with a higher degree of political importance, inter-institutional authority and democratic 

 
60 EC (2011) The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme. FINAL ASSESSMENT. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
61 EC (2011) The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme. FINAL ASSESSMENT. Last accessed: 03/08/2018; Ecologic 
(2011) Final Report for the Assessment of the 6th Environment Action Programme 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
https://www.ecologic.eu/sites/files/attachments/Projects/2010/ecologic_6eap_report.pdf
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legitimacy compared to its predecessors, the large number of additional provisions incorporated in the Programme 

as result of the negotiations that characterise the co-decision process were regarded as having diluted the focus 

and clarity of the 6th EAP. Moreover, according to the final assessment of the 6th EAP, timing had been an issue in 

two ways. While the 6th EAP influenced the 2007-2013 multi-annual financial framework, the timing of its adoption 

in 2002 was too late for the period 2000-2007. The ten-year timeframe of the 6th EAP (2002 – 2012) was also 

thought not to be always appropriate. It proved long enough to cover policy formulation, adoption and the early 

stages of implementation in some areas (e.g. waste). However, for other areas (e.g. resources, biodiversity) it was 

felt to be too short.  

 

On the Thematic Strategies, which became a central governance mechanism of the 6th EAP, the external 

assessment62 is mixed to positive. Other than the issue of having absorbed considerable financial and human 

resources, the Strategies were overall considered to have contributed in several ways. They created and/or 

reinforced European networks of policy-makers, stakeholders and experts, and improved the knowledge base and 

promoted broad stakeholder participation in the policy-making process. The actual outcomes differed per Thematic 

Strategy. Five of the Thematic Strategies (air, waste, pesticides, marine, soil) were accompanied by legislative 

proposals, some of which had not been envisaged at the start of the stakeholder consultation process. In areas with 

established EU regulatory frameworks, such as air and waste, the Thematic Strategies provided a platform for 

consolidating and revising existing legislation, helping to fill gaps and adapt to new challenges. In less established 

areas (marine and soil), the Thematic Strategies resulted in important legislative proposals to extend EU 

environmental policy to these areas. In other cases (resources and the urban environment), the Thematic 

Strategies led just to proposals for/ the adoption of non-binding measures, such as additional research. The final 

assessment states that these differences resulted from the differences between areas and the varying degrees of 

political support for the development of new legislative proposals.  

 

1.3 From the 6th to the 7th EAP: New challenges  

The history of the EAPs had led to the consolidation of environmental legislation which now covered almost all 

areas of environment, with the exception of soil. Despite being a priority in the 6th EAP, the Council was not able 

to make progress on the objectives in this area, not being able to adopt the proposed Soil Framework Directive.63 

Soil policies had been a controversial issue within the EU since the presentation of the Soil Framework Directive 

(SFD) in 2006 - The Netherlands, Germany, France, Malta, Austria and the United Kingdom had concerns about 

creating a common and binding soil policy through the SFD.64 The SFD was seen more positively by Belgium, Spain, 

Italy, and Slovakia. 65 A possible explanation would be that the proponents of the SFD did not have a national soil 

policy, which is why a EU-wide regulation was useful as it could put this in place66. Due to the long pending status 

of the proposal, it was finally withdrawn by the Commission in 2014, because it was not able to gain a qualified 

majority to pass the proposal in those eight years.67 This can thus be seen as a victory for the blocking minority.  

 

 

62 Ecologic (2011) Final Report for the Assessment of the 6th Environment Action Programme 
63 EC (2011) The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme. FINAL ASSESSMENT. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
64 Vu, T. (2017) EU Environmental Politics or Policies? A Process Tracing Study of the 7th Environment Action Programme 
Analyzing the Positions of the European Commission and the Netherlands Using the Theories of Liberal Intergovernmentalism and 
Neofunctionalism. Last accessed: 22/08/2018 
65 Vu, T. (2017) EU Environmental Politics or Policies? A Process Tracing Study of the 7th Environment Action Programme 
Analyzing the Positions of the European Commission and the Netherlands Using the Theories of Liberal Intergovernmentalism and 
Neofunctionalism. Last accessed: 22/08/2018 
66 Heck, W. (2006). Nederland wil zijn bodem zelf besturen. NRC newspaper. Lat accessed: 22/08/2018  
67 EC (2016) Environment. Soil. Addressing soil quality issues in the EU 

https://www.ecologic.eu/sites/files/attachments/Projects/2010/ecologic_6eap_report.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2006/10/05/nederland-wil-zijn-bodem-zelf-besturen-11205711-a924961
https://trinomics.sharepoint.com/Fin/TEC2000%20Environment/TEC6326EU%20ENV%20-%20Evaluation%20of%20the%207th%20Environment%20Action%20Programme/Implementation/Issue%20papers/No%202%20History%207EAP/European%20Commission.%20(2016e).%20Soil.%20Addressing%20soil%20quality%20issues%20in%20the%20EU.%20Environment.%20Retrieved%2018%20June%202017%20from%20http:/ec.europa.eu/environment/soil/process_en.htm
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The main source of inspiration for the 7th EAP were the lessons learnt from the 6th EAP. These can be summarised 

as the need for further efforts to enforce implementation and to integrate environmental objectives into other 

policy areas as well as to engage stakeholders and citizens in environmental action. The underlying key challenge 

for future environment policy was seen as the need to evolve from remediation to prevention of degradation.68  

 

The 6th EAP final assessment69 also shed light on the challenges that the 7th EAP would need to face based on the 

shortfalls in the 6th EAP and new developments. Sustainable growth demanded the transformation to a green, 

resource-efficient, competitive and low-carbon economy, which would reduce EU dependency on raw materials and 

natural resources (this had been stressed in the Europe 2020 Strategy 70). The importance of product design in 

relation to products’ environmental impact, which called for more eco-design. Consumer behaviour was regarded 

as a field for further research. The 7th EAP had to build a case for action and justify the costs of inaction by 

increasing the knowledge base including data and statistics, to understand better the drivers and barriers of 

environmental policy, and to develop reliable indicators to measure progress. The EU's growing external footprint 

also called for the Community to play a greater role in shaping international policy. The assessment concluded that 

the EU ought to promote better global environmental governance, and in promoting sustainable green growth (in 

other words the integration of environmental, social and economic aspects) beyond its borders. In order to obtain 

genuine improvements in environmental performance, the Community needed to tackle shortfalls in 

implementation of existing legislation. This became more challenging in a European Union with twenty-seven 

members (compared to the fifteen members when the 6th EAP began)71 where many EU countries were struggling to 

cope with the economic crisis.72 Coherence between the different strands of EU policy and priority areas had to be 

sought at all stages – from policy formulation to delivery, including formulation and delivery at Member State level. 

The rationale is that such joined-up policy approaches would deliver multiple benefits for both environment 

policies and for the other policies (e.g. transport, growth). Coherence also implied further mainstreaming of 

environmental policy in other areas for example public health policy. e This meant drawing links between measures 

to improve health-related environmental aspects (e.g. air pollution) and human health related benefits such as 

reduced health costs. Also, given that nearly 75% of the EU population lived in urban areas, the urban environment 

had to be better reflected in policy development. Given the limited public budgets, environmental improvements 

were seen as needing to increasingly depend on a mix of public and private sector financing. The final assessment 

of the 6th EAP also noted that it was seen as being important to align environmental policy planning with the multi-

annual financing frameworks, since these determine public budget allocations and in turn the needs for co-

financing in other policy domains on whose actions environmental outcomes increasingly depended. In addition, it 

stated that the use of market-based instruments to mobilise more sustainable consumption patterns was also seen 

as an area that should be widened. In addition, efforts to phase out environmentally harmful subsidies and to use 

taxation to better support sustainability were also seen as areas that should be included in the 7th EAP. 

 

 
68 EC (2011) The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme. FINAL ASSESSMENT. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
69 EC (2011) The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme. FINAL ASSESSMENT. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
70 EC (2018) Europe 2020 strategy. Last accessed: 22/08/2018 
71 EC (2016) Neighbourhood. Enlargement. From 6 to 28 members. Last accessed: 30/07/2018 
72 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT.Accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 

of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/policy/from-6-to-28-members_en
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
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The ex-ante impact assessment of the 7th EAP73 built on this and highlighted four underlying problems that were 

hindering the achievement of the key environmental objectives: 1) inadequate implementation of and gaps in the 

existing environment policy; 2) lack of coherence in addressing increasingly interlinked challenges across inter-

related policy fields; 3) problems related to incentives for investment in environment-related measures; and 4) 

insufficiently coordinated data and information on the environment and gaps in the knowledge base.  

 

1.4 Drafting the 7th EAP: A cooperative process 

The 7th EAP (2014-2020)74 was prepared building on a combination of the challenges highlighted in the European 

Environment Agency's State of the Environment Report 201075, the progress Report on the implementation of the 

European Environment and Health Action Plan 2004-201076 and the conclusions of the 6th EAP Final Assessment (ex-

post evaluation)77. These provided the context for the Commission to carry out an (ex-ante) impact assessment78 

that informed Decision 1386/2013/EU79.  

 
In order to provide the Commission with an indication of their views on a new programme, the Council adopted on 

20 December 2010 conclusions on ‘Improving environmental policy instruments’80; the Committee of the Regions 

voted an outlook opinion in October 2010 ‘The role of local and regional authorities in future environmental 

policy’81; the European Economic and Social Committee adopted in April 2012 an exploratory opinion on ‘the 

Seventh Environment Action Programme and follow-up to the sixth EAP’82; this was followed by an Opinion 

"Towards a 7th EAP: Better implementation of EU environmental law" of the Committee of the Regions in 201383; in 

June 2012, the Council adopted conclusions on ‘Setting the framework for a Seventh EU Environment Action 

Programme’, which underline that the 7th EAP should set out the key elements of the future environment policy. 

As explained by DG ENV84, the cooperation between the Commission, the Parliament, the Council and the Member 

States was very good. Despite a few discrepancies on the relative importance of some topics over others or slight 

disagreement on levels of ambition (e.g. Eastern European countries found the Commissions’ level of ambition 

regarding waste to be too high). Institutional negotiations went smoothly and there was overall agreement on what 

the objectives had to be. This was partly due to the close working relationship and good lines of communication 

with the Irish Presidency, partly due to the nature of the actual EAP file, in which the stakes are not seen as being 

as high as in other negotiations.  

 
73 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT.Accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 

of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 
74 Official Journal of the European Communities (2013) Decision No 1386/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’  
75 EEA (2011) The European environment — state and outlook 2010: assessment of global megatrends. 
76 EC (2004) Environment and Health Action Plan 2004-2010 
77 EC (2011) The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme. FINAL ASSESSMENT. Last accessed: 03/08/2018 
78 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT.Accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 
of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 
79 Official Journal of the European Communities (2013) Decision No 1386/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’ 
80 Council of the European Union (2011) Council Conclusions on "Improving environmental policy instruments" (5302/11) EC (2011)  
81 Council Directive 2011/16/EU of 15 February 2011 on administrative cooperation in the field of taxation and repealing Directive 
77/799/EEC 
82 European Economic and Social Committee (2012) Opinion of the European Economic and Social Committee on the ‘Seventh 
Environment Action Programme and follow-up to the sixth EAP’ (exploratory opinion) 
83 EC (2018) Environment. EU environment Action Programme to 2020. Process leading to the 7th EAP. Last accessed 22/08/2018 
84 Interview in August 2018 with DG ENV staff involved in development of the 7th EAP 

http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM%3Al28145
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%205302%202011%20INIT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex%3A32011L0016
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex%3A32011L0016
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52012AE1052&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52012AE1052&from=EN
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/action-programme/process.htm
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In addition to the EU institutional authorities, the Commission sought wide stakeholder involvement in formulating 

the 7th EAP, this included national authorities, industry, NGOs, and other stakeholders, e.g. networks, associations, 

citizens.85 External expertise and opinions were gathered between 2010 and 2012 by various means:  86 events, 

including a 2-day conference ‘Europe Environment Policy: what’s next?’, Towards a 7th Environment Action 

Programme’ in November 2010; a workshop on ‘Priorities for the 7th Environment Action Programme’ organised by 

the European Parliament in January 2012, and an expert workshop in 2012; the Commission conducted a 12-week 

online public consultation to collect feedback on a paper setting out the Commission's preliminary views on 

priorities up to 2020; a further 40 written contributions were received from businesses, NGOs, national authorities 

and other organisations/individuals; furthermore detailed feedback was collected via topic-specific consultations 

with relevant stakeholders. 

 

In 2012 an impact assessment was drafted by the Commission receiving advice from an Interservice Steering Group 

(ISG) (convened in February 2012, the ISG met three times) chaired by DG Environment (ENV) including other 

fourteen Directorates-Generals87 actively involved in the process and discussions.88  The impact assessment built 

upon the stakeholder consultation and therefore considered environmental policy priorities up to 2020 and the 

most effective tools to address them. The draft Impact Assessment report was submitted to the Impact Assessment 

Board (IAB) in June 2012. The IAB made some recommendations around better explaining the purpose and 

objectives of the initiative, their link to environmental problems and the value-added of the 7th EAP in relation to 

existing strategies. It also advised that the baseline discussion should be strengthened, including the results 

expected if a new EAP was not adopted; that the policy options and how the options differ from the status quo 

would be better explained. Lastly it recommended that the approach to monitoring and evaluation of the EAP 

should be clarified. The final Impact Assessment89 consisted of a comprehensive report containing the definition of 

environmental problems and challenges ahead, policy context, objectives to be pursued by the 7th EAP, the analysis 

of different options to meet those objectives, the approach to monitoring and evaluation. The assessment of policy 

options concluded that pursuing “smart” implementation (implementation that also addresses coherence issues and 

investment shortfalls) of existing policy and legislation and responding to new knowledge combined with a focus on 

a limited set of priority objectives offered most value-added as a strategic framework for the EAP to deliver 

environmental objectives effectively and efficiently.90  

 

 
85 EC (2014) Environment. The Seventh Environment Action Programme of the European Community 2002-2012. Public 
Consultation on the EU environment policy priorities for 2020: Towards a 7th EU Environment Action Programme. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 
86 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 

of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 
87 Agriculture & Rural Development (AGRI), Climate Action (CLIMA), Communications Networks, Content and Technology 
(CONNECT), Economic and Financial Affairs (ECFIN), Energy (ENER), Enterprise and Industry (ENTR), EuropeAid Development & 
Cooperation (DEVCO), Health and Consumers (SANCO), Internal Market and Services (MARKT), Joint Research Centre (JRC), 
Maritime Affairs and Fisheries (MARE), Research and Innovation (RTD), Mobility and Transport (MOVE), as well as the European 
External Action Service (EEAS) 
88 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 
of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 
89 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT.Accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 

of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 
90 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT.Accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 
of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/archives/results.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/action-programme/archives/results.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
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In November 2013, again by a co-decision of the European Parliament and European Council91, the European Union 

adopted a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020, ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’, 

more commonly known as the Seventh Environment Action Programme (7th EAP). Coming into force in January 

2014, the 7th EAP became the guiding European environment policy until 2020, at the same time providing a long-

term vision until 2050 for the first time.92  

 

1.5  The 7th EAP: Building on 45 years of environmental policy 

The 7th EAP has a duration of seven years, which is deliberately aligned with the Commission’s programming period, 

i.e. the Multi-Annual Financial Framework (MFF) 2014-2020.93 One downside of the timing has been that the 7th EAP 

was adopted in the last year of the Barroso Commission mandate. As such, there is a perception by some that the 

Juncker Commission does not feel a high level of ownership of the EAP, given that it was designed before his entry 

into office.  

 
As with the 6th EAP, the 7th EAP’s94 scope is comprehensive, structured around nine priority objectives that in turn 

covered several areas. Three objectives are at the core: 1) to protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural 

capital; 2) to turn the Union into a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-carbon economy; and 3) to 

safeguard the Union’s citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to health and well-being. The four 

priority areas for action identified in the 6th EAP had been re-clustered into three thematic policy objectives.95 

These three objectives are aided by four objectives that act as ‘enabling framework’ for the effective achievement 

of the three core objectives: 4) Implementation of EU environmental laws; 5) scientific evidence base for 

environment policy; 6) investments and creating the right incentives to protect the environment; and 7) 

environmental integration and policy coherence both within environment policy and with other policies. Lastly, two 

horizontal measures objectives complete the framework: 8) enhancement of urban sustainability, and 9) increasing 

the effectiveness of the Union in addressing climate challenges globally. This was the first time that cities and 

global aspects became priorities in their own right due to the environmental issues prompted by rapid development 

and increasing population density in urban areas and due to the planetary dimension of environmental problems 

respectively. As stated in the Decision, delivering the objectives required action at different levels of governance 

(in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity) and the inclusion of non-governmental actors. Public-private 

finance and a wider development and use of suitable market-based instruments continued to be essential as well. 

 
91 Official Journal of the European Communities (2013) Decision No 1386/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’ 
92 EC (2016) Environment. Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed : 02/08/2018 
93 Interview in August 2018 with DG ENV staff involved in development of the 7th EAP 
94 Official Journal of the European Communities (2013) Decision No 1386/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’ 
95 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT.Accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 

of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/action-programme/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
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Figure 0-1 The 7th EAP objectives96 

 

As explained by DG ENV staff involved in the development and implementation of the 7th EAP97, the programme’s 

structure was deliberately simplified, in a “back to basics” approach in comparison to the 6th EAP. It was felt to be 

better “packaged”, if it was structured with actions against a limited number of core objectives and a Decision of 

just five articles. The ‘narrative’ brochure format (see figure 1-2 below) given to the 7th EAP (for the first time)98 

was the focus rather than the articles in the Decision. For each objective, the state of affairs and challenges for 

the future were described (explaining ‘why’ actions needed to be taken), followed by concrete objectives and tools 

to achieve these objectives.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 0-2 The 7th EAP publication 

 

 
96 Technopolis Group & Trinomics (2017) Mid-term review of the implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme - 
stakeholders’ perspective 
97 Interview in August 2018 with DG ENV staff involved in development of the 7th EAP 
98 EU (2014) EU law and publicationsPublication detail General Union environment action programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
31/08/2018 
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In order to avoid the 7th EAP becoming as long a document as the 6th EAP, the Commission set a very strict 

framework. If the Parliament, Council or a Member State wished to add items to it, they would need to prove 

(scientifically) that there was an issue, frame what the objectives would be, and come up with tools to achieve the 

objectives.99  

 

The 7th EAP was designed to be coherent with EU environment-related policy initiatives as it has embedded and 

built upon the framework of the Europe 2020 strategy100, including the Union’s climate and energy package, the 

Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe101, the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020102, the Communication on 

improving delivery of benefits from EU environment services103, the Commission Communication on a Roadmap for 

moving to a low-carbon economy in 2050104, the Innovation Union Flagship Initiative105 and the European Union 

Strategy for Sustainable Development106 among others. However, the mid-term evaluation of the 7th EAP conducted 

by the European Parliament showed that there is perceived to be some lack of coherence with other EU policy 

initiatives, e.g. the Common Agricultural Policy is often mentioned in this context.107 

 

The 7th EAP would work towards the targets set by the above policy initiatives and identify new gaps.108 The 

substantive commitments arising from the UNCSD 2012 (Rio + 20) are also reflected in the programme.109 In terms 

of topics, in what was seen as a remarkable victory for conservationists, the 7th EAP managed to include a call to 

consider legislation governing soil quality throughout Europe opening the door to a long-sought Soil Quality 

Directive.110  

 
99 Interview in August 2018 with DG ENV staff involved in development of the 7th EAP 
100 Official Journal of the European Communities (2013) Decision No 1386/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council 

of 20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’ 
101 EC (2011) Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe 
102 EC (2011) Our life insurance, our natural capital: an EU biodiversity strategy to 2020 
103 EC (2012) Communication on Improving the delivery of benefits from EU environment measures: building confidence through 
better knowledge and responsiveness 
104 EC (2011) A Roadmap for moving to a competitive low carbon economy in 2050 
105 EC (2010) Europe 2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union 
106 EC (2001) Communication from the Commission A Sustainable Europe for a Better World: A European Union Strategy for 
Sustainable Development 
107 European Parliament (2017) Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme - Mid-term review, supported by 

Technopolis Group & Trinomics, available at 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU%282017%29610998. Last accessed: 24/08/2018 
108 Official Journal of the European Communities (2013) Decision No 1386/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council 

of 20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’ 
109 EC (2012) Commission Staff Working Document. IMPACT ASSESSMENT.Accompanying the document. Proposal for a Decision 

of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. Last accessed: 
03/08/2018 
110 Euractive (2013) Environmental groups hope soil directive will grow out of EU’s 7th green masterplan 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52010DC0546
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52001DC0264
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU%282017%29610998
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/impact/ia_carried_out/docs/ia_2012/swd_2012_0398_en.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/sustainable-dev/news/environmental-groups-hope-soil-directive-will-grow-out-of-eu-s-7th-green-masterplan/
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1.6 Conclusions  

The EAPs have been the cornerstone of environmental policy, providing an overarching framework for 

environmental action as well as allowing for continuity for over 40 years and beyond. In a rapidly evolving 

environmental and climate policy context, the programme has reflected the thinking of the time, adapted 

according to new environmental threats and to the political and economic realities, and was embedded in the 

broader framework of EU policy-making.  

 

While environmental policies during the first years of EAP were aimed at remediation and concerned air, noise and 

industrial pollution, the focus of the last programmes was rather on prevention across a wider set of areas, from 

biodiversity and climate related problems to waste and resource efficiency. By the 3rd EAP, Community 

environmental policy was no longer aimed just at protecting human health, nature and the environment, but also 

at guaranteeing a proper management of natural resources, and preserving economic and social development. The 

importance of de-coupling environmental impacts and degradation from economic growth was picked up in the 4th 

EAP and has remained in the programme since then. Similar to the 3rd EAP, the economics of European 

environmental policies remained central to the thinking behind the 4th EAP, pursuing harmony between the 

objectives of the internal market and environmental protection. Integration or mainstreaming of environmental 

policy across other bodies of policy has been a recurring topic since the 1st EAP. It has become increasingly 

important, pursuing integration of environmental policies across a wider range of policy areas every time. Emphasis 

on effective enforcement and implementation of environmental policy first appeared on the agenda with the 3rd 

EAP, has been a recurring issue since then and has been highlighted as the main factor hindering progress across 

environmental objectives. 

 

Overall it can be argued that the Programme has moved from supporting a few individual environmental activities 

(1st and 2nd EAPs) to a more comprehensive concept of environmental policy (5th, 6th and 7th EAPs). This widening of 

scope of action also brought about changes in the structure of the programmes. While the 1st-4th EAPs were 

structured around specific objectives, the later EAPs introduced new concepts such as priority sectors and priority 

themes (5th EAP), thematic strategies (6th EAP) scoping out a wider area of action across a wider group of topics. 

From the 5th EAP onwards, also, the programmes received a name representative of what they were after.  

 

Over time, the focus of the EAP has also became more long term and the duration of the programmes changed – 

programmes became longer, and the timeframe was eventually adjusted to match the period of the Multi Annual 

Financial frameworks (MFF). This approach was recommended in EAP ex-post evaluations, which for financing 

reasons, considered the longer duration in line with the MFF an advantage. Other than that, it can be argued that 

the EU budget was not an influencing factor in the EAPs, probably due to the fact that the EAP does not propose 

concrete policy measures. The policy instruments that the EAP suggests using to achieve environmental objectives 

also evolved. Until the 5th EAP these policies were pure regulatory measures. Thereafter, market related (fiscal) 

instruments, such as green taxes and eco-labels, were introduced.  

 

Over time the process of drafting the EAPs also became more sophisticated, cooperative and better informed – 

partly resulting from the EU wide expansion in the use of evaluations. The 6th EAP systematically built on the 

thorough assessment of the 5th EAP and the same goes for the 7th EAP with respect to its predecessor, the 6th EAP. 

The gaps in implementation and priority objectives identified by these assessments have successfully come back in 
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the priority objectives and priority areas of following programmes. Also, the involvement of a wider pool of actors 

has been sought for which is in line with the recommendations in late EAP assessments of involving a wider pool of 

stakeholders (including non-governmental stakeholders) in environmental policy to achieve more commitment. 

Another novelty of the 6th EAP was that the programme had to be adopted by co-decision, which then became the 

ordinary procedure for environmental policy. Requiring the 6th EAP and future EAPs to be adopted this way implied 

that environmental policy became a shared responsibility of the European Commission, Council and the Parliament 

but undermined at the same time the ‘right of initiative’ of the Commission in the matter. 

 

Overall, the non-prescriptive nature of the EAP (as opposed to legislation) is an important factor affecting the 

quality of the cooperation between stakeholders and the programme’s levels of ambition. Another unresolved issue 

is the lack of political continuity of EAPs. Given the mismatch between the MFF periods (every seven years) and the 

Commission mandates (EU elections are every four years), each new Commission is not able to shape their own 

EAP. In addition, it is difficult to ensure that each Commission feels ownership of and supports an EAP that they 

have not been involved in developing. 

 

 

 


