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1.

INTRODUCTION

European environment policy has evolved
signiﬁcantly since the 1970s. It has given the EU
cleaner air and water and a better understanding
of our dependence on a healthy environment.
It is one of the policy areas most supported by
EU citizens who recognise that environmental
problems go beyond national and regional borders
and can only be resolved through concerted action
at EU and international level. From an initial focus
on single pollutants and impacts, it has moved
into an integration phase, with the emphasis on
understanding and addressing the pressures on the
environment and examining the eﬀects of diﬀerent
policies and behaviour patterns.
Seven thematic strategies are being proposed
by the Commission during 2005 and 2006. They
address various environmental areas and form part
of this new approach to environmental policymaking. They are based on a deep review of existing
policy, and required several years of scientiﬁc
and economic analysis together with extensive
consultation. They exemplify the better regulation
approach of the Commission and will make an
important contribution to sustainable development
and the agenda set in Lisbon to make the EU the
most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based
economy in the world.
Moreover, the strategies are key mechanisms
for delivering the objectives set out in the Sixth
Environment Action Programme (6th EAP)1 adopted
by the Council and Parliament for the period 20022012. The strategies are speciﬁed in the 6th EAP and
fall under its four main priorities: climate change,
biodiversity, health, and resource use. The seven
strategies cover:
– Soil quality
– Air quality
– The marine environment
– The sustainable use of resources
– Waste prevention and recycling
– Pesticides
– The urban environment

The thematic strategies provide broad analyses
of issues by theme. They look at pressures and
impacts on the environment, which often cut
across these themes. They examine the links
between environmental impacts and sectoral
policies. They look at a broad range of options and
a varied policy mix, including the use of marketbased instruments, technology and innovation
to deal with the problems identiﬁed in a strategic
and eﬀective manner. They take a longer-term
perspective, setting the framework for Community
and Member State action for the next two
decades, i.e. they propose strategic objectives, and
explore short- and medium-term measures where
appropriate, thus helping to meet the EU’s global
commitments.
Each strategy takes the form of a package comprised
of:
• an overall approach towards the thematic
issue presented in a Communication that
highlights issues and proposes solutions;
• legislative proposals for some of the
strategies;
• an impact assessment.
Each strategy is the result of a thorough development
process. To begin with there is a preliminary
Communication that sets out issues and possible
approaches to dealing with them. These documents
are then subject to extensive consultation in expert
working groups, in the impact assessment process,
and on the internet. A broad range of stakeholders
are consulted: Member States, academics, business
and trade associations, individual companies,
NGOs and other representatives of civil society.
This process culminates in policy proposals that are
knowledge-based and practical.
The Thematic Strategy on the protection of soil (the
Strategy) was adopted by the European Commission
on 22 September 2006. Its roots are in the 6th EAP
(see Box 1 below).
The purpose of this summary brochure is to describe
the process leading to the adoption of the Strategy
and to summarise its content.
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(1) Decision 1600/2002/EC laying down the Sixth Community Environment Action Programme (OJ L 242, 10.9.2002, p. 1).

Box 1. Sixth Environment Action Programme and the Thematic
Strategy on the protection of soil
The Sixth Environment Action Programme (6th EAP) is a programme of EU
action on the environment with key objectives covering a period of ten
years.
The priorities of the 6th EAP are climate change, nature and biodiversity,
health and quality of life, and natural resources and waste.
The 6th EAP calls for the development of seven thematic strategies, including
a strategy on the protection of soil. The overall objective is the protection
and sustainable use of soil, based on the following guiding principles:
•Preventing further degradation of soil and preserving its functions:
–when soil is used and its functions are exploited, action has to be
taken on use and management patterns, and
–when soil acts as a sink/receptor of the eﬀects of human activities
or environmental phenomena, action has to be taken at source.
•Restoring degraded soil to a level that enables at least its current
or intended use, which entails considering the cost implications of
restoration.

2001
2010
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2.

WHY A THEMATIC STRATEGY ON SOIL PROTECTION?

2.1. What is the environmental problem?
It is no accident that our planet is called Earth. All
terrestrial life depends on the fragile, friable layer
of soil that covers the continents. Without it, living
things would never have emerged from the oceans
- there would be no plants, no crops, no forests, no
animals and, of course, no people!
This precious covering is painfully slow to form and
can be destroyed terrifyingly fast. A mere inch of
soil can take centuries to build up, but if mistreated
can be blown or washed away in a few seasons.2
Unfortunately, very few people are aware of this
and soil degradation in the European Union is
accelerating.
Scientiﬁcally, soil is generally deﬁned as the top

medium. In Europe alone, over 320 major soil types
have been identiﬁed. Damage to soil structure has
repercussions on other environmental media and
ecosystems.
Some soil degradation processes are natural
phenomena but they are exacerbated by all kinds
of unsustainable human uses. Let us consider the
main soil degradation processes in the European
Union.
Erosion: Water erosion aﬀects 115 million hectares
(ha) of soil, and wind erosion 42 million ha. The
Mediterranean region is the most aﬀected, but
there is clear evidence that other parts of the 25
Member States (EU-25) also suﬀer signiﬁcantly from
this phenomenon. It is made worse by inappropriate
farming techniques.

Human Health
Air

Biomass Production
(e.g. food chain)

Culture

OpenWater

Soil

Biodiversity

Ground Water

Soil carries out numerous functions. It provides us
with food, biomass and raw materials. It serves as
a platform for human activities, our landscape and
our heritage and plays a central role as a habitat and
gene pool. It stores, ﬁlters and transforms substances
such as water, nutrients and carbon.

Organic matter decline: Some 45% of soils in Europe
have low or very low organic matter content. This
is the case in particular in the South of Europe,
but also in parts of France, the United Kingdom,
Germany and Sweden. Organic matter is both an
important soil constituent and the main source of
food and energy for soil organisms. It is therefore
of the basis for soil fertility. It also plays a crucial
role in the structure of soil. Soil organisms feed on
organic matter. Organic matter decline therefore
leads to loss of soil biodiversity. Again, inappropriate
agricultural practices accelerate this decline.

These functions depend on the structure of the
soil, which is an extremely complex and variable

Compaction: This is deterioration of the soil
structure by mechanical pressure. It is made worse

layer of the earth’s crust, between the surface
and the bedrock. It is formed by mineral particles,
organic matter, water, air and living organisms. It
is the interface between earth, air and water, and
hosts most of the biosphere.

(2) Down to Earth: a simpliﬁed guideline to the UNCCD by the Secretariat of the UNCCD.
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by excessive stocking rates (the density of animals
grazing in a given surface) and the inappropriate
use of heavy machinery.
Salinisation: There is build-up of salt in some
3.8 million ha of Europe’s soils. The regions most
aﬀected are Campania in Italy, the Ebro Valley in
Spain, and the Great Alföld in Hungary. Salinisation
is made worse by inappropriate irrigation and
changes in vegetation.
Landslides: Landslides occur most frequently in
areas with highly erodible soils, clayey sub-soil,
steep slopes, intense and abundant precipitation
and land abandonment, such as in the Alpine and
Mediterranean regions. To date, there is no data on
the total area aﬀected in the EU. Although they are
natural phenomena, they are made worse by certain
human activities. Landslides represent an increasing
threat due to population growth, summer and
winter tourism, and intensive land use.
Contamination: Earlier industrialisation and poor
management practices have left a legacy of
thousands of contaminated sites in Europe. There are
an estimated 3.5 million potentially contaminated
sites in the whole of the Union, of which about 0.5

10

million are expected to be actually contaminated
and in need of remediation. Contaminants may
accumulate to such an extent that they hamper
soil functions. They may pollute groundwater and
surface water and thus threaten drinking water
supplies and aquatic ecosystems.
Sealing: The permanent covering of soil (e.g. with
roads or concrete) is the only intentional threat to
soil. It aﬀects 9% of the area of the EU and is made
worse by urban and industrial sprawl and transport
networks. It disrupts gas, water and energy ﬂows
and leads to irreversible loss of fertile soil.
Several of these threats are exacerbated by the
eﬀects of climate change, which causes increases in
temperature and extreme weather events.
If some of these threats are combined, they may
ultimately lead to desertiﬁcation, which is mainly
the result of diﬀerent soil degradation processes
partially associated with arid or sub-arid climatic
conditions.
The costs of soil degradation in the European Union
are estimated at some €38 billion each year. Table 1
below shows examples of these costs.

Losses have
been estimated
at €10–90/ha/y

Losses over 1
tonne/ha/year
are considered
irreversible - and
54 million ha
in the EU are at
risk of losing soil
above this rate
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• fertility and crop yield losses
• economic eﬀects due to erosion-induced income losses
(e.g. tourism, land abandonment)

• fertility and crop yield losses
• costs of contamination from broken underground pipelines
and tanks containing chemicals
• damage to property and infrastructure

Organic matter
decline

Salinisation

Landslides

• fertility and crop yield losses
• property and ﬂood damage
• economic eﬀects due to erosion-induced income
losses (e.g. tourism, land abandonment)

• loss of human life and well-being
• damage to property and infrastructure
• indirect negative eﬀects on economic activities,
e.g. of blocked transport routes
• costs of contamination from broken underground
pipelines and tanks containing chemicals

• costs due to damage to transport
infrastructure from shallow saline groundwater
• costs from damage to water supply infrastructure
• economic eﬀects of erosion-induced income
losses (e.g. tourism, land abandonment)

• costs of increased release of greenhouse gases
from soil
• costs of necessary treatment of water
(surface, groundwater)
• costs from ﬂood damage

• removal, treatment and disposal of (contaminated)
sedments down stream
• infrastructure damage (roads and water supply)
• necessary treatment of water
• property and ﬂood damage
• economic eﬀects due to erosion-induced income
losses (e.g. tourism, land abandonment)

• fertility and crop yield losses
• higher production costs (due to the need for increased
irrigation and soil amendments)

Erosion

Contamination

• increased health care for people aﬀected by
contamination
• treatment of surface water, groundwater or drinking
water contaminated through the soil
• increased food safety controls

Costs borne by society

• land property depreciation
• insurance costs
• exposure protection measures for workers operating on
industrial sites

Costs borne by land users

Table 1 – Examples of soil degradation costs

In just one Italian region (Emilia
Romagna), up to 3,300 km of roads
and railways are subject to active
landslides.

€1-2 billion per year in Italy.
13,760km² (4.5% of the national
territory) are at high or very high risk
of landslides.

5,939 deaths in Italy during the last
century

Carbon content of soil in England
and Wales fell steadily from 1978
to 2003: some 13 million tonnes
of carbon were released each year,
much of it to the atmosphere,
oﬀsetting the UK’s achievements in
reducing CO2 emissions. The value
of 1 tonne of carbon saved is about
€19.65 (at current emission trade
prices).

The harbour of Rotterdam alone
needs to dredge 30 million tonnes
of sediment each year to be able to
continue to operate.

Costs may amount to €30/tonne
of dredged sediment, including
treatment.

Cost of medical monitoring of the
population near a single industrial
site may be as much as €500,000,
likely to be repeated every 5 years,
while signiﬁcant health risks remain.

2.2. What has been done already?
Diﬀerent Community policies contribute to soil
protection, particularly environment (e.g. air and
water) and agriculture policy (agri-environment and
cross-compliance, i.e. linking a farmer’s eligibility for
agricultural subsidies to environmental conditions).
Agriculture can have positive eﬀects on the state
of soil. For instance, land management practices
such as organic and integrated farming or extensive
agricultural practices in mountain areas, can
maintain and enhance organic matter in the soil
and prevent landslides. However, the provisions in
favour of soil protection are spread across many
areas, and are designed in many cases to safeguard
other environmental media or to promote other
objectives. They do not therefore constitute a

WATER legislation

NATURE and
BIODIVERSITY
legislation
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(3) Directive 2004/35/EC (OJ L 143, 30.4.2004, p. 56).

coherent soil protection policy. Even if exploited
to the full, existing policies fall a long way short of
covering all soils and all the threats to soil identiﬁed.
Hence, soil degradation continues.
Since work started on the Soils Thematic Strategy
in 2002, an eﬀort has been made to ensure that
recently adopted environment policy initiatives
on waste, water, air, climate change, chemicals,
ﬂooding, biodiversity and environmental liability
will contribute towards improving soil protection. In
particular, the Directive on environmental liability3
creates a harmonised framework for the liability
regime to be applied across the EU whenever land
contamination creates a signiﬁcant risk for human
health. However, it does not apply to historical
contamination or to damage prior to its entry into
force.

AIR legislation

SOIL legislation

The approaches to soil protection vary in the
diﬀerent Member States. Nine of them do have
speciﬁc legislation on soil protection, but it
often covers only one speciﬁc threat, such as soil
contamination.
Beyond the EU, at international level, there is
increasing awareness of the importance of
soil protection. In 2003, the Council of Europe
adopted a European Charter for the protection and
sustainable use of soil. There are also international
Environmental Agreements that have an inﬂuence
on soil protection. Examples are:
– the Kyoto Protocol, which highlights
the fact that soil is a major carbon store,
worthy of protection and development
wherever possible;
– the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD);
– the United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertiﬁcation (UNCCD);
– the Protocol on Soil Protection under
the Alpine Convention, which seeks to
preserve the ecological functions of soil,
prevent soil degradation and ensure
rational use of soil in that region.
Countries such as the USA, Japan, Canada, Australia,
Brazil and several developing countries have
established soil protection policies which include
legislation, guidance documents, monitoring
systems, and identiﬁcation of risk areas, inventories,
remediation programmes and funding mechanisms
for contaminated sites for which no responsible
party can be found. They ensure a comparable level
of soil protection to the approach endorsed by the
Strategy.
Against this background, the Commission considers
that there is a need for a comprehensive EU
strategy for soil protection that takes account of
all the diﬀerent functions that soils can perform,
their variability and complexity, and the range of
diﬀerent degradation processes to which they can
be subject, while also considering socio-economic
aspects.
The overall objective is to protect soil and use it
in a sustainable way, on the basis of the following
guiding principles:
• Preventing further degradation of soil and
preserving its functions:

– when soil is used and its functions are
exploited, action has to be taken on use
and management patterns,
– when soil acts as a sink/receptor of
the eﬀects of human activities or
environmental phenomena, action has
to be taken at source.
• Restoring degraded soil to a level that
enables at least its current or intended
use, which entails considering the cost
implications of restoration.

2.3. Why EU action?
• Soil
degradation
aﬀects
other
environmental areas for which Community
legislation exists. Failure to protect soil will
undermine sustainability and long-term
competitiveness in Europe. Indeed, soil is
interlinked with air and water in such a way
that it regulates their quality. In addition
soil functions enormously contribute to
areas such as biodiversity and marine
protection, coastal management, and to
the mitigation of climate change.
• Distortion of the functioning of the
internal market – the wide diﬀerences
between national soil protection regimes,
in particular as regards soil contamination,
sometimes impose very diﬀerent
obligations on economic operators, thus
creating an unbalanced situation in their
ﬁxed costs. The absence of such regimes
and the uncertainty as regards the extent
of soil degradation can, in some cases, also
hinder private investment.
• Transboundary impact – soil, though
generally immobile, is not completely so
and therefore degradation in one Member
State or region can have transboundary
consequences. Losses of soil organic matter
in one Member State impair achievement
of the EU’s Kyoto Protocol targets. Dams
are blocked and infrastructure is damaged
downstream by sediments from massive
erosion further upstream in another
country. Groundwater in bordering
countries is polluted by contaminated
sites on the other side of the border.
Therefore it is of outmost importance
to act at source to prevent damage and
subsequent remedial actions, otherwise

(4) Directive 2004/35/CE on environmental liability with regards to the prevention and remedying of environmental
damage (OJ L 143, 30.4.2004, p.56).

13

costs to restore environmental quality
may be borne by another Member State.
• Food safety – uptake of contaminants
in the soil by food and feed crops and
some food producing animals can have a
signiﬁcant impact on the safety of feed and
food, which are traded freely within the
internal market, by increasing their level
of contaminants, hence posing a risk to
human or animal health. Acting at source
and at European level, by preventing soil
contamination or reducing its level, are
a necessary complement to the strict
EU measures and controls performed to
ensure feed and food safety.
• International dimension – soil degradation
is receiving increasing attention in
international agreements and charters. By
establishing an appropriate and coherent
framework which will translate into better
knowledge and management of soil, the
EU can play a leading role internationally,
facilitating the transfer of know-how and

14

technical assistance whilst at the same
time ensuring the competitiveness of their
economies.
In addition, action at EU level will also have
an added value by contributing to the
protection of the health of European
citizens that can be impaired in diﬀerent
ways by soil degradation, for instance
because of exposure to soil contaminants
by direct ingestion (children in
playgrounds) or indirect intake (through
contaminated food or drinking water).
Equally, casualties may occur in the event
of landslides.
For all these reasons, the Commission set out to
draw up a targeted policy to close the gap and
ensure comprehensive soil protection. In doing
so, it was fully conscious of the need to respect
the principle of subsidiarity: taking decisions and
carrying out action at the most appropriate level.
Soil is a primary example of the need to think global
and act local.

3.

THE CONSULTATION PROCESS

3.1. The preliminary Communication

3.2.

As a ﬁrst step, the Commission presented its approach
to soil protection in a preliminary Communication.5
It laid down the need to protect soil and enable
it to perform its functions. It identiﬁed the main
threats: erosion, a decline in organic matter and
biodiversity, local and diﬀuse contamination, sealing,
compaction, salinisation, landslides, and ﬂooding.6
It also stressed the importance of integrating soil
aspects into other policies, while making it clear
from the outset that legislation focusing exclusively
on soil was required.

The Strategy was developed on the basis of
participative policy-making. In 2003 and 2004 there
was an intensive consultation process in which the
stakeholders took an active part (see Figure 1).

The other EU institutions took a favourable
view of this preliminary Communication. They
acknowledged that soil had a major role to play in
ensuring long-term sustainability in the European
Union.
The European Parliament highlighted in particular
“the urgent need to regulate [soil] use and assess
and mitigate the impact of external actions”. By
and large, it supported the Commission’s approach.
The Council considered that the Communication
provided “a comprehensive overview of the
elements and factors related to soil threats, as
well as of existing Community policies relevant for
soil protection, and established the basis for the
identiﬁcation of the future Community actions
for its protection”. It underlined that “the proper
functioning of the single market may require also
a common approach to soil policy, in so far as its
protection and remediation at all relevant levels
may also aﬀect competitiveness”.
The Economic and Social Committee emphasised
the need to establish objectives and to assess the
threats at regional level. It also stressed that any new
data collection/monitoring system must be based
on activities already taking place, and the need to
address the issue of private ownership of soil.
The Committee of the Regions called for a vision of
European soil sustainability. It wanted targets and
local risk-oriented and cost-eﬀective protection
programmes.

Setting up the consultation process

The Commission launched the consultation process
in February 2003, with an open stakeholder meeting.
It called for volunteers to participate in a series of
working groups.
In May 2003, the Commission created a wideranging platform of more than 400 members,
comprising experts from public administrations,
agricultural, industrial, environmental and consumer
organisations, science and research institutes, the
European Environment Agency, the Joint Research
Centre and other Commission services, and many
other Europe-wide associations. They were split into
ﬁve working groups:
• Monitoring of soil
• Erosion
• Decline of organic matter and
biodiversity,
• Contamination
• Research, sealing and cross-cutting issues
The consultation process was steered by an Advisory
Forum.
Throughout the process, information was exchanged
with other stakeholders not participating in these
groups.
A functional public e-mailbox received public
questions and feedback. A comprehensive public
electronic library and information repository –
CIRCA - was created to allow stakeholders inside and
outside the platform to react. Each working group
met ﬁve times, while the Advisory Forum met three
times during the year-and-a-half process.
Table 2 summarises the main meetings and the main
stages of the stakeholder consultation exercise.

(5) COM (2002) 179.
(6) Flooding was addressed in a separate proposal for a Directive on the assessment and management of ﬂoods (COM (2006)
15). On soil biodiversity, there is not enough knowledge at present to allow the Commission to propose speciﬁc protection
measures in a legislative instrument. More research is needed to improve our understanding of the role of soil biodiversity
in the ecosystem.
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Figure 1: Structure of the stakeholder consultation 2003-2004
STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION
ISWG = Interservice Working Group
TWG = Technical Working Group
Commission
ISWG

Advisory Forum
Chair DG ENV

Chair DG ENV

Technical co-ordination group and secretariat
Chair DG ENV

TWG 1
Monitoring

TWG 2
Erosion

TWG 3
Organic matter

TWG 4
Contamination

TWG 5
Research

FIVE REPORTS - RECOMMENDATIONS

Table 2 - Summary of stakeholder consultation on development of the Thematic Strategy on
the protection of soil
Meetings
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WG Contamination

Gent, May 2003
Vienna, Sept. 2003
Copenhagen, Dec. 2003
Brussels, Feb. 2004
Brussels, April 2004

WG Organic Matter

Paris, May 2003
London, Sept 2003
Madrid, January 2004
Brussels, April 2004

WG Erosion

Alicante, June 2003
Brussels, Sept. 2003
Madrid, January 2004
Brussels, April 2004

WG Monitoring

Bonn, June 2003
Brussels, Sept. 2003
Brussels, Feb. 2004
Brussels, March 2004
Brussels, April 2004

WG Research

Vienna, June 2003
Wageningen, Oct. 2003
Barcelona, January 2004
Brussels, April 2004

Advisory Forum

Brussels, April 2003
Brussels, Nov. 2003
Brussels, April 2004

Ad hoc sewage sludge and biowaste meeting

Brussels, January 2004

“Vital Soil” Conference organised by NL Presidency

Den Haag, November 2004

Ad hoc meeting with Member States

Brussels, June 2005

Ad hoc meeting organised by UK Presidency

London, October 2005

Internet consultation

July-Sept 2005

In June 2004, the working groups ﬁnished
their extensive reports. These reports included
information on the state of soils in Europe,
the pressures, the driving forces behind soil
degradation, and a set of recommendations
addressed to the Commission for the development
of an EU soil policy. They have been published by
the OPOCE,7 and are also available free of charge
on the Internet:
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/soil/index.htm
In parallel with the external consultation, the
Commission’s Directorate-General (DG) for the
Environment worked closely with other Commission
DGs such as the DGs responsible for Enterprise,
Agriculture and Rural Development, Regional Policy,
Development, Transport and Energy.

3.3. The “Vital Soil” Conference
In a bid to give momentum to the process, DG
Environment and the Dutch EU-Presidency
organised a high-level Conference on 18-19
November 2004 in Scheveningen/The Hague in
the Netherlands. Around 120 representatives of all
the EU Member States and the Commission, plus
experts and stakeholders, attended the Conference.
The delegations of EU Member States included
directors responsible for soil policy and delegates
responsible for agri-environment.

The aim of the Conference was to provide
guidance on the next steps. The Conference
focused on the major threats for soil identiﬁed in
the Communication adopted in 2002, e.g. erosion,
decline in organic matter, and soil contamination.
The results of the technical working groups were
presented and discussed, together with the priority
objectives and targets of the Strategy and the role
of the European Union in soil protection and land
use.
Soil was considered to be an essential part of the
ecological system on which our society depends.
Soil policy was therefore perceived as one of the
key elements of environment policy, in the context
of sustainable development.
The Conference focused on ways to improve the
protection, management and sustainable use of the
soil and the role that the European Union could play
in this respect.

3.4. The Internet consultation
On the basis of the recommendations from the
stakeholder consultation and the Conference, the
Commission carried out an eight-week Internet
public consultation in August/September 2005.
There were two questionnaires in seven languages,
one for European citizens and the other for
organisations and soil experts (see box 2).

Internet consultation
A comprehensive report on the statistical analysis of all questions is available on the internet at
http://ec.europa.eu/comm/environment/soil/index.htm.
The consultation drew replies from 1,206 citizens, 377 soil experts and 287 organisations from 25 countries.
European citizens: The majority (91%) expressed the view that preventing and mitigating soil degradation
in Europe is important or very important; 74.6% were in favour of a adopting a framework at EU level and
concrete measures at national or local level (16.4% advocated taking all measures at EU level); 87.8% supported
the identiﬁcation of risk areas; 96.5% were in favour of an obligation to adopt measures in those areas, ranking
the possible measures in order of priority. Between 95.3% and 98.9% of respondents endorsed the diﬀerent
measures proposed to deal with soil contamination.
Soil experts and organisations: Most also believed that preventing and mitigating soil degradation in Europe is
important or very important (90.2%); 87.8% preferred that a framework be developed at EU level and measures
established at national/local level; between 0.9 and 3% (depending on the threat) pointed out that the measures
proposed to deal with the diﬀerent threats could have high negative economic or social impacts on their
activities; as regards the diﬀerent measures proposed to deal with soil contamination, the endorsement of soil
experts and organisations (that fully agree or rather agree) ranged between 81.3% and 98.8%.
A comprehensive report on the statistical analysis of all questions and how the feedback has been taken into
account is provided in the Impact Assessment.
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(7) Van-Camp, L., Bujarrabal, B., Gentile, A-R., Jones, R.J.A., Montarella L., Olazábal C. and Selvaradjou, S-K. (2004). Reports of
the Technical Working Groups Established under the Thematic Strategy for Soil Protection. EUR 21319 EN/1.

4. THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF THE STRATEGY
4.1. Introduction

evaluated during review of the 6th Environment
Action Programme.

The Strategy tackles the full range of threats to soil
in a comprehensive way and creates a common
framework to protect soil. Its objective is to halt
and reverse the process of soil degradation, ensure
that EU soils stay healthy for future generations,
and remain capable of supporting the ecosystems
on which our economic activities and our wellbeing depend. It is a ﬁrst step in the process of
consolidating soil protection across the EU.

The Strategy comprises three elements:

This new ﬁeld of environmental policy will have to
evolve. New scientiﬁc and technological progress
will have to be incorporated in the process.
Successes and failures in protecting soils will shape
the evolution of Community soil policy. Progress
in meeting the objectives of the Strategy will be

• a Communication laying down the
principles of Community soil protection
policy;
• a legislative proposal for the protection
of soil, comprising a proposal for a Soil
Framework Directive that aims to strike
the right balance between EU action and
subsidiarity;
• an analysis of the environmental, economic
and social impacts of the Strategy, in the
form of an Impact Assessment according
to Commission guidelines.

CONTENT OF THE THEMATIC STRATEGY

SOIL FRAMEWORK
DIRECTIVE

COMMUNICATION

IMPACT
ASSESSMENT
REPORT
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4.2. The Communication

level.

The Communication lays down the objectives and
the principles which underpin the protection of soil
and its sustainable use at EU level. It also identiﬁes
the main pillars on which the Strategy is based. In
addition to the legal provisions of the Directive, the
Communication lists numerous other actions to be
taken both by the Commission and the Member
States to ensure soil protection in the long term.

Actions
The Strategy is based on the following key pillars:
• framework legislation fully geared to soil
protection and sustainable use of soil;
• integration of soil protection into the
development and implementation of
relevant EU policies;

Objectives
The overall objective is to protect soil and use it
in a sustainable way, on the basis of the following
guiding principles:

• closing the knowledge gap in certain
areas of soil protection through research
supported by EU and national research
programmes;

• Preventing further degradation of soil and
preserving its functions:

• increasing public awareness of the need
to protect soil.

– when soil is used and its functions
are exploited, action has to be
taken on use and management
patterns,
– when soil acts as a sink/receptor
of the eﬀects of human activities
or environmental phenomena,
action has to be taken at source.
• Restoring degraded soil to a level that
enables at least its current or intended
use, which entails considering the cost
implications of restoration (which may
be signiﬁcant for e.g. salinisation, or
contamination)..
Level of intervention
Because of the wide variety of diﬀerent degradation
processes and of socio-economic issues involved,
action must be taken at local, national and European

4.3. The legislative proposal
A framework directive is the best instrument to
ensure a comprehensive approach. Member States
will be required to take speciﬁc measures to address
soil threats, but the directive will leave them ample
freedom on how to implement this requirement.
How much risk to accept, the level of ambition
regarding the targets to be achieved, and the
choice of measures to reach those targets are all left
to Member States.
Certain threats - such as erosion, organic matter
decline, compaction, salinisation and landslides
- occur in speciﬁc risk areas which have yet to be
identiﬁed. A national or regional approach is more
appropriate as far as contamination and sealing are
concerned. Within the framework of the directive,
the Member States will draw up plans to address
these threats at the appropriate geographic and
administrative level.

SOIL THREATS ADDRESSED BY THE
SOIL FRAMEWORK DIRECTIVE
Regional/national approach
CONTAMINATION
SEALING
Risk area approach
EROSION
ORGANIC MATTER DECLINE
SALINISATION
COMPACTION
LANDSLIDES

19

Erosion, organic matter decline, salinisation, compaction and landslides
Erosion, organic matter decline, salinisation, compaction and landslides are addressed within the legal
framework. The conceptual approach is as follows:
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Member States are required to identify risk areas
for erosion, organic matter decline, compaction,
salinisation and landslides, on the basis of common
criteria set out in the Directive. They will set risk
reduction targets for those areas and establish
programmes of measures to reach them. These
measures will vary according to the severity of the
degradation processes, local conditions and socioeconomic considerations.

already implemented at national and EU level,
such as cross-compliance and rural development
under the Common Agricultural policy, codes of
good agricultural practice and action programmes
under the Nitrates Directive, future measures under
the river basin management plans of the Water
Framework Directive, national forest programmes
and sustainable forestry practices, and forest ﬁre
prevention activities.

Member States are encouraged to use their
own existing monitoring schemes and improve
them if necessary. Over time, a more harmonised
monitoring approach and methodology may be
developed. Programmes may build on measures

Member States will be free to combine approaches
to combat threats to soil. This will beneﬁt in
particular those Member States which are already
addressing desertiﬁcation in the framework of the
United Nations.

Activities/programmes supporting the programme of measures

NATURA
2000

Water FD

Management
Plans

Programmes
of measures

Organic
Farming
Action Plans

Nitrates
Directive
ActionPlans

Measures
for Risk
Area

Rural
Development

UNCCD

National Action
Programmes

Structural
Funds
Cross
Compliance

21

Contamination
Local contamination will be tackled at regional or national level, on the basis of the following concept:
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Member States will be required to identify the
contaminated sites in their national territory and
establish a National Remediation Strategy on
the basis of a common deﬁnition and a common
list of potentially polluting activities. The sites
to be remediated will be prioritised in a sound
and transparent way, in order to reduce soil
contamination and the risk it entails. A mechanism
to fund the remediation of orphan sites will be
created. This provision is complemented by the
obligation for a seller or a prospective buyer to
provide to the administration and to the other
party in the transaction a soil status report for sites
where a potentially contaminating activity has
taken or is taking place. The Directive also addresses
the prevention of diﬀuse contamination via a
requirement to limit the introduction of dangerous
substances into the soil.

Sealing
In order to achieve a more rational use of soil,
Member States will be required to take appropriate
measures to limit sealing by rehabilitating brownﬁeld
sites, and to mitigate the eﬀects of sealing by using
construction techniques that preserve as many soil
functions as possible.
Other threats
The directive does not address biodiversity
speciﬁcally. However, all the actions it proposes to
deal with the various threats will contribute towards
achieving the objective of halting biodiversity loss
by 2010 in the EU.

4.4. The impact assessment
It is standard practice for the Commission to produce
a report assessing the economic, environmental
and social impacts of its policy and legislative
proposals. This assessment is contained in the
Commission staﬀ working paper entitled “Impact
assessment of the thematic strategy on the soil
protection”. Its executive summary is published as
a separate document and translated into all oﬃcial
languages of the Community. These documents are
also available at: http://ec.europa.eu/comm/
environment/soil/index.htm.
The Impact Assessment shows that a ﬂexible legal
instrument in the form of a Soil Framework Directive,
ambitious in its scope but not overly prescriptive in
its content, will yield beneﬁts which outweigh the
costs by a long way.
The Impact Assessment also analyzes the
environmental, economic and social impacts of
possible measures that could be taken by Member
States to combat soil degradation. Even with
environmentally ambitious scenarios, the beneﬁts
which could be monetised far outweigh the costs.
The Directive does not establish who bears the

costs. This will be decided by each Member State,
depending on the funding schemes Member
States adopt as part of their national programmes
of measures and remediation strategies.
What is certain is that:
• costs will arise before all the beneﬁts can
be reaped;
• beneﬁts will be enjoyed partly by land
users, but most signiﬁcantly by society at
large;
• costs will decrease while beneﬁts will
increase with time, as soil fertility and soil
functions are restored;
• beneﬁts will also accrue gradually as the
measures taken begin to have a positive
impact across a range of areas where the
current costs of degradation are felt;
• not all costs will be incurred simultaneously
and the distribution of costs will not
be even among Member States, since
some threats are greater in some than
in others and some countries are more
advanced than others in combating soil
degradation.
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5. THE NEXT STEPS
The Thematic Strategy on soil protection adopted
by the European Commission will be discussed by
the other EU institutions.
Once adopted by the Council and the European
Parliament, the Soil Framework Directive proposed
by the Commission will have to be transposed into
the national legislation of the Member States.
To ensure that the Strategy is implemented in a
coherent and eﬃcient way, the Commission will draw
up a common cross-EU implementation approach. It
will facilitate the exchange of information and good
practice between Member States and encourage
active public participation, especially on the part
of interested parties such as regional and local
governments, agriculture, industry and civil society.
The Commission will also:
– develop calls for research projects to
support policymaking in line with the
objectives of this Strategy, and incorporate
in the decision-making process any new
knowledge acquired on soil biodiversity
from 2006 onwards;
– review the Sewage Sludge Directive in
2007, as also announced in the Thematic
Strategy on Waste Prevention and
Recycling,8 to ensure that maximum
beneﬁt is reaped from the reintroduction
of nutrients while at the same time
further limiting the release of dangerous
substances into the soil;
– review the Integrated Pollution Prevention
and Control (IPPC) Directive9 in 2007
to strengthen its soil protection and
contamination
prevention
aspects,
especially by exploring ways of
harmonising the basic obligation to avoid
any pollution risk, returning the site of IPPC
installations to a “satisfactory state”, and
periodically monitoring soil on the site;
– monitor closely how the need to protect
soil is taken into account in the Rural
Development Plans for 2007-2013 and
thereafter;
– check the contribution made to soil
protection by the minimum requirements
for good agricultural and environmental
condition deﬁned by Member States in
accordance with Article 5 and Annex IV of
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Regulation 1782/2003;
– develop best practices to mitigate the
negative eﬀects of sealing on soil functions
in 2007;
– prepare a Common Implementation
Strategy for the Framework Directive
and the other pillars of the Strategy,
in partnership with Member States,
while continuing to communicate with
the experts who participated in the
stakeholder consultation, so as to help
Member States identify and develop the
most cost-eﬀective measures to achieve
the objectives of the Strategy;
– build a robust approach to interaction
between soil protection and climate
change from the viewpoints of research,
economy and rural development, so
that policies in this areas are mutually
supportive;
– assess possible synergies between
measures aiming at the protection and
sustainable use of soil and measures
incorporated into river basin management
plans under the Water Framework Directive
in 2009;
– assess possible synergies between
measures aiming at protection and
sustainable use of soil and measures
aiming at the protection of coastal
waters, including those incorporated in the
Thematic Strategy on the Protection and
Conservation of the Marine Environment;
– ensure integration of soil protection
aspects in product policy to prevent
contamination of soil;
– ensure that the actions launched in the
context of the Strategy and the initiatives
taken under the UNCCD, the UNCBD, the
Kyoto Protocol and the Alpine Convention
are mutually supportive, consistent and
complementary.
The Strategy contains the measures deemed
appropriate at this stage at EU level. Progress
towards meeting the objectives of this Strategy will
be evaluated as part of the review of the Sixth EAP
as appropriate.

6. CONCLUSION
In presenting this Thematic Strategy on soil
protection, the Commission is giving degradation
of the soil the same importance as degradation of
water and air.
It does so in a pragmatic way, taking into account
diﬀerences between Member States as regards soil
protection, the variability of soil and local conditions,
and the enormous potential for integration into
other policies.
The Commission has established a framework
based on common principles and objectives to
address the diﬀerent facets of soil degradation. It is
now an obligation for the Member States to identify
the issues and where the problems occur, but they
are free to decide what to do and to what extent in
order to address those problems.

Other media such as water, air and nature will also
be improved as a result. Land users will beneﬁt
from a soil which can better perform the economic
functions they require of it and the environment
in general will beneﬁt from the ecological services
that a healthy soil provides.
Presentation of the Thematic Strategy on soil
protection by the Commission is not the end of
the story. On the contrary: it is the ﬁrst stage in
the development of a soil policy in the European
Union.
The Strategy sets out a roadmap and a systematic
approach to address soil degradation by preserving
and restoring soil and its functions, and preventing
threats. Protecting soils in Europe is a long-term
objective which all Member States have to embrace
wholeheartedly.

Soil will not be the only beneﬁciary of the Strategy.

(8) COM(2005) 666.
(9) Directive 96/61/EC (OJ L 257, 10.10.1996, p. 26).
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