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MINUTES 4
TH

 EXPERT GROUP MEETING ON  

 

GREENING THE EUROPEAN SEMESTER,   
 

7
TH

 SEPTEMBER 2015, BRUSSELS   
 

 
 

 I. Closed part of meeting (Member States, European Commission, EEA)  

 

Introduction & Presidency statements 

Aurel Ciobanu-Dordea (ACD, DG ENV) welcomed the participants to this fourth meeting of the 

Expert Group. Twenty-seven Member States (MSs) were present (Denmark was absent), plus 

Norway. Nine Commission services1 were present, as well as the Council Secretariat and the 

EEA.  

 

As on previous occasions, Chatham House rules2 were followed. The agenda was approved. The 

minutes of the previous meeting on 29.01.2015 that were circulated in February 2015 were 

approved and were already on the website “Greening the European Semester” 3 . No further 

objections on them were raised in this meeting. 

 

Luxembourg was invited to present the planning of the presidency with regard to greening the 

Semester. Tom Schram (TS, Permanent Representation of Luxembourg to the EU) thanked Italy 

and Latvia for the fruitful collaboration with their presidencies and reported that they had two 

topics planned for discussion in the Environment Council of 26th October. Firstly, the Presidency 

foresees to prepare a discussion paper with questions on better implementation and secondly on 

phasing out environmentally harmful subsidies. The discussion questions for an exchange of 

views in the Council will be prepared by the Council Working Group.  

 

One MS pointed out that the coming adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

might be a good opportunity to give more momentum to greening the EU Semester, as during this 

process, MS would make a strong commitment towards sustainability.  

 

TS noted that at the Council in October there would be a joint lunch between environment and 

development cooperation ministers on the outcome of the UN Summit on the SDGs end 

September, followed by an exchange of views in the Environment Council. The colleagues from 

the Dutch future presidency might continue to work on this.  

 

ACD explained that the Commission is considering its position in relation to the implementation 

of the SDGs and that it has to be seen what would be the best approach given that the midterm 

review of the Europe 2020 Strategy is in preparation. A decision has to be taken at the political 

                                                        
1 SG, ECFIN, ENV, GROW, EMPL, RTD, ENER, ECHO, JRC 
2 "When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule, participants are free to use the information 

received, but neither the identity nor the affiliation of the speaker(s), nor that of any other participant, may be 

revealed." See more at: https://www.chathamhouse.org/about/chatham-house-rule#sthash.7xc37use.dpuf 
3 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm 
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level about the relationship between the midterm review of the 2020 Strategy in general, and the 

SDGs. The Commission will work closely with the MSs and the future Dutch presidency on this.  

 

MS roundtable: Semester 2015 & 2016 

ACD invited the MSs to share their experiences and exchange views on the new approach that 

was proposed by the Commission this year for the Semester with more developed Country 

Reports and with a reduced number of Country Specific Recommendations (CSR). The goal is to 

allow more time for the dialogue between the MSs and the Commission about the most salient 

issues that are illustrated in the CSRs. The purpose is to increase the ownership of the European 

Semester process. 

 

Ion Codescu (IC, DG ENV) reinforced that there have been some important changes in the 

structure of the process but that there is a similar number of references to the environment in the 

Country Reports compared to 2014. He listed some examples, such as the flagship topic of 

environmental taxation, which was mentioned in 23 country reports, environmental harmful 

subsidies in 11, circular economy (CE) and resource efficiency in 14, waste in 15 and water in 12. 

The CSRs are much thinner but there is a more time for MS to reflect on what is in the country 

report before the National Reform Programmes are finalized by the MSs to send to the 

Commission. He invited the MS to express their feedback and experiences with regard to three 

particular questions: 

 

 Were the analytical Country Reports published in February useful for you? Were they 

discussed in your country, and if so, also with stakeholders? 

 What was the impact, in your perception, of the fact that the CSRs this year were highly 

focused on some macro-economic issues, leaving out among others the environment?  

 Do you expect that the National Reform Programmes 2016 in your country also cover 

growth & jobs – related environmental topics? 

 

One MS emphasized the need for an environmental-related CSR(s), as it would help to involve 

the environmental ministry more in 2016. Another MS asked about the Commission's vision on 

the Europe 2020 Strategy and the midterm review.  

 

ACD emphasized that there are different interests at stake and that a solution should reflect these 

in a nuanced way. The tendency to focus on macroeconomic and labour issues would stay in the 

future as the EU still struggles with recovery after the crisis. The midterm review of the 2020 

Strategy will have an impact on the Semester but the 2015 cycle of the European Semester has 

given a flavour of how the midterm review will be. This means that the attention should be drawn 

to the environmental issues as they are highlighted in the Country Reports and this is where 

political debates should be steered around. While it could be argued that the focus of the CSRs is 

too narrow, past comments claimed that the picture provided by the CSRs was not always 

reflecting reality as perceived by the MSs and that the outcomes in terms of implementation were 

rarely fully satisfactory. Hence, the narrow focus in the CSR has inadvertent advantages of being 

specifically focused on certain issues. Key questions would be how to bring the country reports to 
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the attention of policy decision makers outside the sphere of environmental public authorities 

including at regional level.  

 

One MS suggested that the Council would the right place to exchange views on what role the 

CSRs and Country Reports could play.   

 

Many MSs expressed their appreciation for the analytical country reports, as they were seen as 

very useful, positive and comprehensive documents and they hope to continue this soft way in the 

coming years for greening economic governance. In several MSs, the reports had inspired 

discussions and shifts on environmental taxation, led to a review of environmental harmful 

subsidies, or contributed to the update of a national strategy on climate change. The reports also 

provided a good platform to exchange views with several stakeholders and conduct internal 

seminars. In one MS a new Energy Transition law had been adopted, and another a Landfill Tax 

and in a third MS an Environmental Product Fee was introduced. One MS has created an 

Economic and Financial Committee, which will be responsible for the drafting of the National 

Reform Programme. Due to its strong tradition of social dialogue, it had organized stakeholder 

meetings and informed the relevant parliamentary committees in view of the elaboration of the 

National Reform Programmes.  

 

Several MSs shared the opinion that the focus on macro-economic issues must continue and that 

the key would be to make the balance in contributing to greening the semester and creating jobs 

and growth. It is important to include environmental issues in Country Reports, as they will be 

taken into account when preparing the 2016 National Reform Programmes.  

 

However, other MSs clearly considered the strong focus on macro-economic issues as 

challenging. For them, it had been quite difficult to bring environmental aspects into processes at 

the national level and that it had not helped that the CSRs were not focused on the environment in 

2015. While debates on environmental tax reforms took place, it was not feasible to follow 

through with a satisfactory tax reform. It was suggested that it would be easier to frame the 

process of the Semester in the wider context of sustainability.  

 

Two MSs expressed the view that the Semester is not the adequate instrument to bring 

environmental challenges into macro-economic issues. A holistic approach would be needed, 

bringing the cross sectorial issues together. While the 2020 Strategy was a Barroso-Commission 

initiative, the Juncker-Commission might not set the same focus on this.  ACD replied that the 

Semester is a strategic vehicle to help politicians see the big picture and different in nature from 

the detailed implementation of environmental rules and policies. 

 

IC pointed out that the Commission would have continuity at the level of the strategic documents, 

including the CSRs, but that as regards the analytical work, we should continue to invest in 

greening the Semester as much as possible. He emphasized the importance of the analytical 

Country Report documents and noted that the Commission would be ready to come to the MS for 

debates with various stakeholders. In this context, several MSs underlined that the seminars with 

the Commission were very useful and recommended them.  
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It was asked when the discussions of the Europe 2020 strategy were foreseen and ACD replied 

that an orientation debate at the level of the College of the Commission would take place in 

September 2015 and that the plan was to have an evaluation of the midterm review adopted 

before the end of the year.  

 

Round table: Better environment means better implementation of existing environmental norms 

ACD pointed out that implementation is essential for the well-functioning of policies given the 

interrelationship of different legal obligations and policy objectives. It is also essential for the 

credibility of the EU towards its citizens, economic operators, and international partners. 

Therefore, in the context of the 2015 Better Regulation Package, the Commission will devote 

more attention to better implement existing legislation and it will prepare analysis that would 

hopefully make it to the political agenda. The non-paper and the short survey were circulated in 

this context to the Expert Group. 

 

Louis Meuleman (LM, DG ENV) gave a short presentation on the results of the survey, which 

showed the different perspectives of the MSs and DG ENV colleagues involved in the Expert 

Group on the relevance of the causes and solutions of implementation gaps. All nine suggested 

causes and six suggested solutions were considered of relevant or major importance. The 

presentation was concluded with the three questions in the non-paper: 

 

 Could you give an example of a still serious implementation gap in your country and link 

it to one or more probable causes? 

 Which kinds of causes of implementation gaps in your country do you believe are 

systemic, i.e. deeply embedded in existing administrative traditions, ways of working, 

how governments (at all layers) engage with business and other societal actors, etc.? 

 It is clear that neither classical enforcement tools, nor 'greening the EU Semester' 

measures are sufficient to tackle deeply rooted implementation gaps. Do you think that a 

regular, focused discussion at various levels between the Commission and the Member 

States could help identify and apply better solutions?   

 

ACD added that the aim of the survey was to identify and single out solutions to the situation. 

The Commission would seek to improve the understanding of the implementation issues and 

facilitate the communication with the national experts. Infringements, though necessary, should 

only be a last resort and it would be important to look beyond enforcement. He invited the MSs to 

comment about how they see the policy debate evolving. 

 

Most MSs welcomed the discussion and agreed that ways should be found to go beyond 

enforcement to improve implementation. One MS recalled that the 7th EAP already promises 

better implementation and monitoring, among others through the European Semester, and 

suggested the 7th EAP could be monitored through the Semester. 

 

Some MSs with relatively advanced environmental practices did not see systemic causes of 

implementation gaps in their national systems, but others acknowledged that such problems 
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indeed exist. The challenges reported by the MS included lack of knowledge by staff, insufficient 

involvement of relevant actors, lack of administrative and financial resources, lack of political 

support, and the shared competences within federal states. The different reporting timelines also 

made it difficult to integrate all deadlines into national planning and this could be improved at the 

EU level.  

 

Regarding possible solutions, MSs referred to useful means beyond legal measures that could 

strengthen implementation, such as market based instruments, environmental fiscal reform, 

incentives, green public procurement, voluntary agreements and Green Deals, ecological 

footprinting, the REFIT Programme under the new Better Regulation package, exchange of 

knowledge, and training to raise awareness and increase administrative capacity at the MSs level. 

Working with the private sector was seen as important, as well as taking into account behavioural 

aspects. The IMPEL4 network and the 'Make it Work' initiative were mentioned in this context. It 

was also highlighted that behavioural changes would be very important. Several MS considered it 

useful if the Commission would create a platform to improve implementation (or make better 

known existing platforms) and develop environmental indicators. One MS mentioned the problem 

with absorption of ERDF and the Cohesion Fund due to missing cooperation between different 

administrative levels and that over-riding political decisions are often made; it also had a national 

Environmental Fund. In another MS an infringement had been caused by a conflict between the 

national and local levels, with competences established in the national constitution and therefore 

difficult to change. Small MS faces problems with a sufficiently large market. The circular 

economy also presents issues for small MSs with export of waste for treatment and the difficulties 

of meeting targets at national level. It was suggested that the Commission could highlight better 

the benefits of Directives across the EU. One MS has already established a Better Implementation 

Unit for its own national legislation. Overcoming the 'silo mentality' between different ministries 

is also a key to success. 

 

Several MSs referred to subsidiarity as a potential issue: the Commission should not try to oblige 

implementation measures as EU law is transposed at national level. ACD recalled that many parts 

of environmental policy remain within national competence but that coherence is needed in the 

area at large. The Commission would only step up analysis, exchange and dialogue with the MSs 

to improve implementation and no new legislation is foreseen for this. When discussing 

implementation, the aim is not to question the choices that are within national remit, but to bring 

the MSs and the Commission together on points related to the effectiveness of implementation. 

He pointed to the ERDF and ESF co-financing that can be exploited as one important solution to 

implementation gaps in this regard to improve capacity-building (one MS is using it for boosting 

EIA-SEA capacity in public administration); this is valuable as the economic crisis has reduced 

the resources available to the public sector.  

 

Finally, ACD confirmed that the REFIT Programme supports implementation by simplifying 

environmental reporting. He explained that there would be a meeting with the national 

environment DGs in October 2015 where the Commission's plans on environmental reporting 

                                                        
4 http://impel.eu/  
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would be presented. The goal would be to balance the need to have updated environmental 

information with a reduction in the administrative burden and to identify and better understand 

what the implementation problems are to deal with them at a strategic level. The discussion was 

concluded by saying that the Commission would absorb the suggestions and would come back on 

this to the MS.  

 

2. Open session: EU Member States and Norway, Commission services, OECD, ENCORE, 

EEA, IUCN, Green Budget Europe, WWF Europe, European Environmental Bureau, 

CCE- BankWatch, business representatives 

 

LM presented detailed results of the Semester 2015 and what is known about the Semester 2016 

cycle, which is probably a similar process with focused CSRs and broad country reports.  

 

Towards a Circular Economy in Europe: shaping the Commission's vision  

Kestutis Sadauskas (KS, Director Green Economy, DG ENV) informed about the state of play of 

the CE Package by giving some background on the withdrawal of the legal (waste) part of 2014 

proposal and the broader approach of the new package, the consultation process that has been 

finished this summer, and the foreseen adoption date aimed at 02.12.15. Discussions have 

continued with the Council and the EP on the parts of the 2014 CE Package on skills, green 

building and helping SMEs. There will be an addendum to the 2014 Impact Assessment on the 

waste Directives with some new calculations. He further elaborated on the new waste proposal 

and the CE action plan, which will contain a list of various tools and what is intended to cover in 

the next few years with this Commission. The package will also reflect the need for regulatory 

stability and for increasing Europe’s competitive advantage. 

 

One MS asked about how the CE package is framed in the general framework of resource 

efficiency. KS explained that the CE is the underlying imperative and that the environmental 

impact has an overarching and cross-cutting impact. The Commission would always try to 

measure that impact and reduce it. The whole narrative is to reconcile the economic, social and 

environmental dimensions, this is a European value. The social aspect has partly been addressed 

by the Green Employment Initiative Communication of 20145. The Commission seeks to ensure 

that the CE initiatives are job and growth friendly as well. Resource efficiency has strong 

economic benefits and whether or not it appears in the CSRs or the analytical Country Reports, 

factoring in the potential of it in the National Reform Programmes is a must; ideally resource 

efficiency would be included in the Country Reports.  

 

Sebastien Godinot (WWF) wanted to know more about the ambitions of the new package and 

wondered if the Commission would still consider an EU wide Resource Efficiency target. KS 

replied that the wider 'delta' to this ambition will come from having more precise actions and a 

wider scope of the initiative. Whether an EU- level target would be included in the new package 

has not yet been decided, but the previous proposal for a headline target was strongly criticised 

 

                                                        
5  COM(2014) 446 final, 02.07.2014). 
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Constanze Adolf (Green Budget Europe) asked if the European Semester would be the place to 

enforce the CE package (as mentioned by First Vice President Timmermans earlier this year) and 

she wondered how civil society could support the implementation of it. KS explained that the 

European Semester would be one of the strands used for implementation but not the only one, as 

the package has a link to other areas. He encouraged civil society to continue impacting 

businesses, capitals and regions, as it would be very important to give a sense of direction.  In any 

case he hoped that circular economy would feature in the National Reform Programmes. 

 

One MS wanted to know what happened to the milestones in the Resource Efficiency Roadmap. 

KS said that this was a flagship under Europe 2020 Strategy, which is under review. The EEA has 

developed some indicators to monitor progress and this work will be considered in the context of 

the new CE package.  

 

Ariadna Rodrigo (Friends of the Earth) asked about the initiative on land as a resource, which 

was due to be developed this year but could not be found in the work programme of the 

Commission. KS clarified that the package will follow through with the new narrative and would 

consider if indicators should be part of it. Land as a resource would be looked at internally if it 

should be foreseen as part of the next Commission's work programme.  

 

Ongoing ENV study on environmental fiscal reform potential (new for PT and LU, update for 26 

MSs)    

Jonathan Parker (JP, DG ENV) informed about the ongoing study on environmental fiscal reform 

potential. As mentioned before, for most MS environmental taxation was mentioned in their 

Country Reports, showing that it is still a top priority. He referred to Belgium as an example 

where the tax shift has become a major topic before the summer break, demonstrating that the 

work of the Commission in close collaboration with Belgium has had a big influence. 

 

Tim Elliot and Patrick ten Brink (Eunomia Research & Consulting, IIEP respectively) presented 

recent findings and state of play of their study on environmental fiscal reform potential. The study 

covers all 28 MSs and - as a new feature - assesses their political feasibility with regard to 

environmental tax reforms. They will also deliver input to an Environmental Fiscal Reform 

Information System (EFRIS), which will be a mechanism for collating all the information from 

different sources and for tracking progress in different countries. By 18.09.15, the political 

feasibility questionnaire which was circulated should be completed, followed by a draft final 

report mid-October, after which the members of the Expert Group will have a one month review 

period. The final EU 28 report will be available by the end of the year. 

 

In this context, Green Budget Europe raised the attention to a study conducted by Ecologic 

financed by DG CLIMA, which provides a monthly review of all MSs on changes regarding 

carbon emissions, renewables, energy efficiency and others.6 It was also mentioned that the NL 

are organizing a workshop to discuss tax reforms on circular economy (14.09.15) and market-

based instruments (15.09.15).  

                                                        
6 http://www.eclareon.com/en/eu-semester 

http://www.eclareon.com/en/eu-semester
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Draft report of the study ‘A framework for Member States to support business in improving its 

resource efficiency’ 

Stephen White (DG ENV) provided a short overview of the study on how to support businesses in 

improving their resource efficiency, which identified ten key measures that support efficiency. 

Martin Hirschnitz-Garbers (MHG) from Ecologic further elaborated on the study and showed 

interesting examples of several measures that were identified. He encouraged the MSs to provide 

their feedback on the input paper until 18.09.15 and on the draft final report until 06.10.15.  

 

When asked about the methodology behind the effects of the measures, MHG explained that they 

followed a qualitative approach, examining barriers and drivers of the business sector.  

 

JP concluded that these two studies would provide important information for the 2016 Country 

Reports. 

 

The potential of ‘Nudging’ for greening economic governance at EU and national level 

Katrin Recke (KR, European Brands Association - AIM) explained the concept of nudging, both 

in the public and private sector, with particular emphasis on how consumer goods brands can 

nudge consumers towards adopting more sustainable and healthy behaviour/lifestyles. She also 

provided examples of nudging experiments, including one performed in DG JUST of the 

Commission on encouraging staff to take the stairs rather than the lift, which had yielded 

encouraging results. Grounded in behavioural science, nudging has the potential to complement 

information and education, as well as regulation and taxes to stimulate sustainable and healthier 

behaviour. Presenting ideas for nudges to underpin public policy, she suggested national 

governments consider setting up "nudge units" as already done by some countries (e.g. USA, UK, 

Germany, and France). National governments should look to creating public-private partnerships 

with the appropriate stakeholders. In particular, the initiatives now being developed around the 

circular economy could be an opportunity for public nudging, not only with regard to the sorting 

of waste, but also for adopting more resource and energy efficient behaviours.  

 

LM asked if there were broader policy examples, given that most of the presented ones were 

limited in scope (he notably referred to encouraging consumers to fill in their tax forms, as done 

in the UK). KR confirmed that there were indeed nudge approaches to encourage better tax due 

diligence but that the examples chosen were specifically related to the environment, given the 

title of the meeting. Nudging can be used in any policy area where a behaviour change is 

required, both on a country and EU level; nudging can be more targeted than regulations and can 

be easily adapted.  

 

One MS wondered if there is evidence about the effects of nudging in the long run. KR replied 

that evidence on the examples provided by her was often anecdotal, given the fact that many of 

the nudging approaches emerged fairly recently.  

 

Some MS wondered about its application to an organisation, such as a ministry or a company, and 

it was agreed that it is important to be clear on what would be considered as 'good' before creating 
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a nudge. Others already had a lot of experience with it and were happy to share these. One MS 

reported that they will conduct two studies in the coming years on how to engage consumers to 

buy more sustainable products.  It was felt that nudging which operates mainly at the level of the 

individual was complementary with fiscal or other incentives e.g. in the field of waste sorting, 

which needs both. 

 

It was concluded that nudging could be part of a mix of policies and DG JRC offered assistance 

to the Expert Group.  

 

Conclusions 

Green Budget Europe informed that it seems that it may have to end its current projects on the 

Semester this year, as funders are less confident of the delivery of the European Semester. They 

will focus on alliances with the MSs and follow the debate on environmental taxation/fiscal 

reforms. They encouraged the MSs to contact them for further cooperation.  

 

IC thanked all participants for their contributions and expressed his hopes for a positive outcome. 

Presentations, as well as a link to the UK nudging experience will be made available on the DG 

ENV EU Semester website.7  

 

The next meeting would be held on in January 2016.  

 

[Meanwhile it has been decided that the next Expert Group meeting will be held on Thursday 14th 

January 2016 with a side event on Friday 15th of January 2016 on a topic to be announced.]  

                                                        
7 See http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/MINDSPACE.pdf, and 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130123162956/http:/archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/economy/documen

ts/sustainable-life-framework.pdf  

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/MINDSPACE.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130123162956/http:/archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/economy/documents/sustainable-life-framework.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130123162956/http:/archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/economy/documents/sustainable-life-framework.pdf

