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Minutes 
Expert Group Greening the European Semester / 

Environmental Implementation Review 

11th meeting of the Expert Group of representatives of the EU Member States' 
Environment Ministries, Brussels 

 

Friday 25 January 2019 

Restricted section for the EU Member States and Norway, Commission services, and other 
public organisations and agencies.  

Nature of the meeting 

This meeting was the 11th Expert Group on Greening the European Semester/Environmental 
Implementation Review'.  

The Expert Group meetings are not public. There is a dedicated webpage in which all 
documents are rendered publically available after consultation of the Member States on the 
draft minutes1. 

Proceedings are split into two parts: 1) a restricted section with the EU Member States and 
Norway, Commission services, and other public organisations and agencies; 2) an open 
session: the above list plus observers from stakeholder organisations.  

Chatham House rules are followed for the interventions of Member States, except for the 
intervention of the current EU presidency2. 

 

1) Approval of the agenda and of the minutes of previous meeting 

COM3 welcomed participants to this 11th meeting of the Expert Group. Twenty-eight 
Member States had registered and 27 attended. The proposed agenda and the minutes of 
the 10th meeting held on 08.09.2018 were approved. 

 

 
2) European Semester 2019: AGS & Focus on investment priorities 

COM explained the new approach in Semester with growing connection between 
investments (meaning not only EU funds but also national public and private funding and EIB 
loans) and implementation. The 2019 Annual Growth Survey's key messages were 
mentioned (e.g. investing in low-carbon economy being key towards competitiveness, well 
performing public institutions contribute to reforms). The new structure of the Semester 
                                                           
1 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm 

2 Everything said can be quoted, but not with mentioning who said what. 

3 The shortened version 'COM' is used rather than 'Commission' when referring to oral interventions made during the meeting. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm
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Country Reports was presented: they will be accompanied by an Annex describing 
investment priorities, and environment ministries should pay utmost attention to this part. 
Council of Ministers sessions during the Romanian Presidency will also discuss about 
greening the Semester, and it could be useful to send a strong message to ECOFIN Council on 
societal benefits of environmental protection/investments. 
 

In a presentation, COM showed that green funding between 2000-2020 raises up to more 

than 115 bn EUR in direct investments. For the next period, 2021-2027, +/- 90 bn EUR are 

planned to be spent under ERDF+CF, representing on average 0.6% of GDP in EU-28. There 

will be five policy objectives (PO) aligned to EU priorities: PO1 'smarter Europe', PO2 

'greener Europe', PO3 'more connected Europe', PO4 'more social Europe', PO5 'Europe 

closer to citizens'. Delivery tools of cohesion policy are 1) enabling conditions (there is one 

on water, one on waste and one on nature; earlier called ex-ante conditionalities) and 2) 

targeted investments. Thematic concentration requirements are linked to the different POs. 

It is important to make a link between these targeted investments and the Governments' 

overall macroeconomic policy.  

Semester Country Reports have to integrate not only the challenges, but also what 

investments are necessary and from what resources. Annex D will be based on the Country 

Reports' analysis, taking account of thematic concentration requirements. It will list broad 

but concrete actions and factors for effective delivery, broken down by POs. National 

presentations of the Semester Country Reports in March will kick off the negotiations on 

investments. Annex D will serve as starting position for dialogues between COM and national 

managing authorities.  

COM stressed the importance of the new framework, which is a key opportunity to integrate 

environmental concerns in broader economic policy. Expected benefits of the new approach 

also include more consistency between different policies, more transparency and outreach 

to stakeholders. Earlier there were no thematic concentration requirements under PO2 

('greener Europe'), and this PO should be used as much as possible for indirect investments. 

There are some clear exclusions from funding, e.g. landfills and treatment of residual waste. 

Sustainability should be supported also through other POs: under PO1, we should support 

innovative investments, circular economy; PO5 could be dedicated to local investments, 

environmental equipment and infrastructure; under PO3 the Connecting Europe Facility is 

very important, and attention should be paid that physical investments are sustainable; 

under PO4 trainings towards circular economy skills, and support of social economy should 

be prioritized.  

As regards the use of funds, COM said that absorption has not been very problematic for 

most MS. However, maturation of projects is often slow in the environmental sector. There 

is need for good preparation on the ground and enabling conditions should be seen as an 

opportunity. It is also important to prepare on the ground administrative capacity, in order 

to be able to run projects smoothly. The Structural Reform Support Programme (SRSP) is also 

available in this regard, and MS are invited to assess whether they can benefit therefrom. 

COM stands ready to support managing authorities in the new frame, by e.g. giving advice 

on how to better select sustainable projects (the meetings of the expert group on Cohesion 
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Policy4 could be an opportunity for that). It is crucial that the revised Environmental Impact 

Assessment (EIA) Directive is correctly transposed and that all projects selected comply with 

it.  

In replying to questions from MSs, COM specified the following.  

 The cost of non-implementation is indeed a very important factor, and MS are invited 

to share data thereon as it is very difficult to obtain.  

 MS should remain vigilant on what is going on in the Semester process in the coming 

period; environment ministries are encouraged to ask to be in the loop in their own 

Government discussions, as well as participate in the country dialogues on MFF.  

 MS will notice that Semester Country Reports 2019 (to be published end of February) 

will be greener than in the past.  

 

Open part: EU Member States and Norway, Commission services, other govt. organisations & 
agencies, and observers from stakeholder organisations            

3) The Environment agenda of the Romanian Presidency of the Council  

Key words are: citizen-centered, ambitious and realistic, future-oriented. The Presidency 

wishes to act as an honest broker. Motto: “Cohesion, a common European value.” Priorities 

include 1) Europe of convergence (competitiveness, innovation, decarbonization and 

sustainability); 2) safer Europe (internal security, cybersecurity), 3) Europe as a stronger 

global actor, 4) Europe of common values. For environment, the following dossiers are 

relevant: towards an energy union, biodiversity (strengthening pot-2020 action framework), 

climate change (shaping long-term strategy, CO2 emissions from Heavy-Duty Vehicles), 

sustainability (strengthening the environmental dimension), water (recast of Drinking Water 

Directive, water reuse), other priorities include the EIR and greening the semester, and 

chemicals. Key dates are: 5 March, Environment Council in Brussels; 20-21 May, informal 

Council in Bucharest; 6 June, Environment Council in Luxembourg. The latter will also include 

an exchange of views on the EIR 2019 package.  

EESC mentioned that environmental protection should not be considered as only taking 

money, but also as contributing to global competitiveness and sustainability. Economists and 

other DGs should also attend the expert group meetings on Greening the Semester.  

COM agreed it is indeed a very important point, which is matching also the need to talk 

about the cost of non-action.  

One MS emphasized the relations between economic growth and environmental protection, 

and suggested that environment ministries should better communicate about their 

achievements (contributing also to the objectives of energy union and climate change).  

                                                           
4 ENEA-MA. 

http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=510
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4) The EIR: State of play, lessons learned and country dialogues, how to mobilise action 

after the publication of the 2nd EIR package in March 2019 

COM gave a short general introduction on EIR. Most MS have organized larger or smaller EIR 

events and COM organized focused dialogues e.g. on air quality. All these contribute to 

better implementation, as well as the Peer-to-peer (P2P) tool. Lessons learnt of P2P: useful 

exercise, broadly acknowledged; not sure the process already resulted in better 

implementation but certainly some added value can be observed in some areas. The 2nd EIR 

package is currently being finalized, to be published by end of March.  

The COM reaction on MS comments on the 2nd EIR reports has not yet been sent out, but 

should be expected within the coming weeks. In the EIR report, it is not easy to present new 

developments in all sectors as there are issues with data availability, different reporting 

cycles etc. The part on environmental governance will be much stronger than in the 1st 

report, based on a new study5. Hopefully more country dialogues and exchanges will be 

organised, also on general parts such as governance, public administration quality. The EIR 

2019 will call to prioritise two crosscutting topics: 1. environmental integration, 2. 

transparency (involvement of stakeholders in implementation depends also on their access 

to environmental information).  

Country dialogues cannot be prescribed by COM on MS but COM can give suggestions in 

terms of concrete follow-up. It would be good if the matter of integration of environmental 

concerns in other policies e.g. energy, agriculture, would also come up in the country 

dialogues. COM recommended that MS should to reach out more intensively and 

constructively to other authorities to search for solutions, given also that environmental 

ministries' political importance might be less than that of others.  

Some MS expressed satisfaction with the broader scope of the 2nd EIR, and the fact that 

common challenges are highlighted. In addition, the P2P tool is appreciated, as being useful 

for experts but also for communication with citizens. One MS raised that if shortcomings are 

identified in more MS, then the quality of the law should also be looked at. One MS already 

mentioned ideas for the next EIR reports to address (e.g. pesticides, product policy) and 

suggested that some issues could be more deeply analyzed, e.g. choosing one topic for in-

depth analysis. If a sector were better reflected in the report, it would be better engaged in 

the follow-up. 

Answering MS questions, COM made the following points. 

 Environmental taxation continues to be covered in the reports, but no 

recommendations thereon are made (while there are recommendations on funding, 

as well as on particular areas of taxation e.g. air).  

 The Communication and the country reports will include a certain assessment of 

progress, though not in an equal way for all sectors. The Executive Summaries of the 

                                                           
5 Forthcoming – publication expected around April 2019. 



5 
 

country reports will show the main progress, remaining challenges and good 

practices examples for each country.  

 There is a need to reflect on how to make EIR dialogues effective; their 

Communication will invite to launch further work on crosscutting issues such as 

integration of environmental concerns.  

 More in-depth discussions should also be possible amongst MS on issues of common 

interest. COM has published several thematic staff working documents and policy 

papers (e.g. on air quality, aiming also at linking environment with other policies such 

as transport) which could serve as background documents for such discussions. MS 

could ask COM at Environment Council meetings to deliver such papers. 

 At the June Environment Council, further proposals can be raised on areas to analyze 

in the next EIR report.  

 Governance is very important as it underpins implementation. Transparency is part 

of that section, based on the new study, also discussed with MS. Transparency is not 

only important for implementation, but also on legislative proposals. Information is 

key to be not only available but also easily accessible: if data are open and available, 

they can be harvested and it can alleviate the reporting burden from MS / regions.  

 As regards common shortcomings for several MS, and potential problems at the level 

of legislation, it would be useful to share concrete examples. The Make it Work 

initiative also targets this issue, as well as the Fitness checks of EU legislation. 

 By beginning of March, COM shall be able to inform MS about the expected date of 

publication of the EIR package.  

 

5) Preparation of Green Week 2019 on environmental implementation 

Each year, the European Commission sets up its major communication event focusing on 

environment policy, known as "EU Green Week". The theme of this year's EU Green Week is 

environmental legislation. 

In the wake of the EIR 2019 package release, the 2019 GW will weigh up the EIR findings by 

asking questions like: do these laws really matter, and what the added benefits are for 

citizens? What does successful implementation look like? Why do "implementation gaps" 

exist? How can we move from knowing that stakeholders need to take ownership of these 

laws to actually making it happen? And, most importantly, how can the EU facilitate the 

process, making sure that citizens' voices are heard?   

The Green Week will take place on 13-17 May in Brussels. EU Green Week 2019 includes an 

official opening event that will be held on 13 May in Warsaw and a high-level summit in 

Brussels from 15 to 17 May. Conference sessions are scheduled notably on the EIR, on the 

role of citizens in implementation, on EU funds and implementation, on best practices in 

water sector, and on environmental implementation and the judiciary. 

MS are strongly invited to take part in the Green Week. MS may apply for an exhibition 

stand and/or partner events.  
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Partner events will be organized across Europe between 13 April – 9 June. Applications / 

calls for proposals are online also for partner events (e.g. workshops, open events are 

eligible). Green Week events do not have to focus exclusively on laws and policies. They could 

focus, for example, on what environmental policies have achieved, their positive impacts on people, 

cities, nature, businesses and so forth. It could look at solutions that have been found to encourage 

improvements in situations where implementation was historically problematic. An event might 

highlight the sharing of best practices, capacity building or positive peer pressure and voluntary 

schemes, or it could look at the need to embed sustainability in other policy areas such as 

agriculture, transport, the energy sector and so on. It might even focus on a perceived need for 

better governance, or on how citizens could be better involved. Or it could be more forward-looking, 

and examine how the next generation thinks we should look after our environment. In the light 

Eurobarometer surveys showing citizens’ interest in environment and in the context of the 

European Parliament elections, sharing widely such information would allow the public at 

large to be better informed on what is done both at EU and national level. 

Like last year, COM will organize during Green Week a ‘serious game’ with participants 

acting as stakeholders, legislators etc.  

Green Week will be promoted through social media.  

Answering questions from one MS and from EESC, COM stated the following: 

 In the preparation for the Green Week, COM is in contact with networks of MS 

environmental experts and authorities, not limiting itself to groups' participation 

though. If MS have a relevant planned event, they can apply for using the Green 

Week brand. Media contacts, incl. those of social and foreign media, have well been 

mobilized. 

6) Experiences with the TAIEX-EIR Peer2Peer projects in 2018; which priorities for 2019? 

COM shortly recalled the tool’s main features. There were 19 events in 2018 (9 workshops 

with participants from all levels, 10 study visits and expert missions rather at local level), and 

there are more in preparation. All MS have been involved to a certain extent. Different 

constellations of MS working together could be experienced, not only the traditional / 

geographical angles. Very few applications have been received from regional level. The 

topics most picked up are air pollution (many MS subject to infringement procedures) and 

circular economy/waste. COM would like to promote the use of P2P also in other thematic 

areas, e.g. in the area of nature & biodiversity (COM recently published guidance on 

managing habitat sites, here an exchange could be useful) or governance. In the 2nd EIR 

country, reports the scope of the EIR is extended to new areas, which means also that P2P 

projects can be proposed for those areas. In addition, horizontal and crosscutting issues are 

relevant; so far, only one peer learning event took place thereon (on GPP, with participation 

of Northern MS). COM encourages feedback on what events to organize, what MS would be 

interested etc. COM is willing to improve outreach to regional and local authorities, also 

through the Committee of the Regions  

Several MS praised the P2P tool as one of the concrete results of the EIR, and congratulated 

the COM team involved thereon. It was said that often the main problem is silo thinking and 
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lack of dialogue. EU level events can help in this regard. One MS mentioned a workshop on 

road transport emissions, with participants not only from environment authorities but also 

from others, e.g. the transport ministry. It helped further the national dialogue on problems. 

MS expressed support to organize events on green taxation and investments, many MS 

would benefit therefrom. Environmental inspectors should be invited to tell what the 

problem from their perspective is. COM was called to think about ways of disseminating info 

about planned events, since it could be interesting in joining events even if not organizing 

them.  

COM gave a few clarifications:  

 The P2P application form will be updated, but until the 2nd EIR reports are published, 

the current one can be used.  

 As COM needs to justify the use of money, it would be interested in follow-up of P2P 

events. Are benefits exceeding the costs? 

 The P2P tool is demand driven, COM only can advertise and facilitate when the 

interest has come up. The tool is very flexible. Cross-sectoral P2P projects could also 

be created by using existing COM papers as starting point, e.g. the nexus paper on 

agriculture and environment. It could also be interesting to regularly circulate 

information about ongoing projects. 

 Disseminating information at national level would help outreach to regional level.  

 It is very important that environmental experts register in the P2P system.  

 Managing P2P is only possible due to the secondment of a national expert. The 

current post will become vacant in the summer. A call for a cost-free national expert 

was launched and applications are expected by 25 April. It is of utmost importance to 

fill in the post to ensure continuity.   

 

7) State of play of Make it Work (MiW) project 

NL presented the developments. A guidance document is being prepared to support 

regulators in enabling circular innovations (understand opportunities and barriers in EU, 

identify how to organize themselves effectively, determine support they need from policy- 

and lawmakers, become more sensitive towards innovative businesses). It will describe good 

governance practices and how to apply key provisions of EU environmental legislation (IED, 

WFD, Waste shipment regulation, REACH). The role of policy makers and the business 

perspective will also be addressed, and a separate chapter will deal with plastics. Annexes 

will list practical tools, e.g. inspection checklist, end-of-waste assessment. The guidance can 

also feed into COM work on the Waste Framework Directive. The first workshop, organized 

in The Hague in December 2017, identified needs and content of the guidance, and was 

followed by working sessions with regulators, businesses and experts. The last version of the 

guidance is being finalized, with DG ENV waste unit participating. On 20-21 March a 

conference will take place in Rome, with broader scope than the guidance, addressing how 

circular economy works, contributing to the dialogue between regulators, policy- and 
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lawmakers, business; sharing good practices, exploring future actions. It is possible to use 

the P2P assistance for this topic.  

One MS asked how the MiW initiative aligns with COM work and guidance documents. It was 

explained that the MiW team is engaged with COM, and COM will reflect on how to 

incorporate the results of MiW. COM added that some studies are ongoing also at COM 

level, trying to look for synergies (e.g. national legal regime for end-of-waste criteria and by-

products). MiW is useful in helping shaping COM guidance and in creating convergence in 

reflections. 

8) Supporting the greening of the Semester and the EIR 

Study on the costs of non-implementation of EU environmental acquis: For the last EIR 

round, the well known figure of 50 bn EUR annually was used, coming from a 2011 study. It 

is not yet known if now the new study will suggest a lower or higher figure, and it can be a 

range between two numbers. Very intensive discussions have taken place with DG ENV 

policy units. A workshop was organized in the autumn with MS and stakeholder participants, 

and a series of bilaterals between COM and the consultants. The first interim report was 

finalized in December 2018, and the draft final report is expected by the end of February. 

The earliest possible date to publish the report is end of March.  

Environmental Indicator Report 2018 of the European Environmental Agency: similarly to 

earlier reports, it contributes to the monitoring of the 7th EAP. The report covers the three 

thematic priority objectives: natural capital; resource efficiency and low carbon economy; 

environmental pressures and risks to health and well-being. Scoreboard results in the EEA 

report show three trends: improving (objective is likely to be met by 2020), stable or 

uncertain (objective is uncertain to be met by 2020), deteriorating (objective is unlikely to be 

met by 2020). The picture is very mixed in terms of past and future trends with some areas 

being downgraded and others upgraded. The following can be considered amongst the main 

conclusions: lower economic activity contributed to positive trends; there is a need to 

further implement existing legislation; there is a need to further mainstream environmental 

objectives into socio-economic policies. This report is the last one of this type. In 2020 

further info will be published based on the feedback to the State of the Environment Report 

(SOER) 2020. Then it will be discussed if another, indicator-based publication is needed.  

MS asked how obligations under the 7th EAP which have not yet been delivered were taken 

into account (e.g. on non-toxic plastics) and how this report will be taken into account for 

the next possible EAP. It was pointed out that in the area of natural capital, everything is red 

(= declining trend), and that it is normally not possible for one single MS to achieve positive 

results. 

EEA and COM reacted in the following way:  

 COM is carrying out evaluation of the EAP and high-level discussions are ongoing. The 

results triggered interest to see in the future more regular monitoring of EU 

environment policy but it is too early to say anything more concretely. The approach 

of the new COM will be key. 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/airs/2018
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 The report contains valuable indicators and will provide input to the next EAP; the 

Presidency should see into it. COM will also reflect on how to take on board the 

results for the next EIR (the 2017 country reports contained benchmarks from 7th 

EAP). This question also relates to the use of KPIs.  

 The EEA report supports the need for better implementation, and therefore the need 

for the EIR.  

 The 7th EAP is a joint responsibility of COM and MS.  

 There is the need to mainstream environmental policies into other sector, with 

agriculture, transport and land management being the key ones.  

 Even with full implementation, downward trends cannot be reversed. The EU should 

secure policy coherence. A Communication was adopted last week on migrating from 

unanimity to 2/3 majority voting in the area of taxation, and there will be another 

Communication to address this matter regarding specifically taxation in 

environmental matters. 

 

Agenda item 8.2 (Involvement of civil society and business) can be postponed to next 

meeting, to be better prepared.  

Conclusions/recommendations/opinions 

No general conclusions were made at the meeting. No voting took place. Conclusions for 
individual points are covered under the points discussed. 

Next Steps 

These are outlined under the points discussed. 

COM organizes on 31st January a ‘Beaulieu café’ panel discussion on ‘Enabling greening the 
economy’. 

Next Meeting  

The next expert group meeting is foreseen to be held on Monday 23 September 2019.  

COM thanked the participants.  
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10 
 

GERMANY RABE Kristina 

ESTONIA SOE Hanna 

IRELAND HURLEY Alex 

GREECE ALEXOPOULOU Evmorfia 

SPAIN RIVERA Elisa 

FRANCE BENDAYAN Gabriele 

FRANCE JANNOT Violette 

CROATIA ČAČULOVIĆ Jelena 

CROATIA LALIC Bojan 

ITALY PERU Giuliano 

CYPRUS KONSTANTINOU Eirini 

LATVIA KALNINS Silvija nora 

LATVIA DRONDINA Anita 

Lithuania GULBINE Gintare 

LUXEMBOURG SKENDEROVIC Jimmy 

LUXEMBOURG SCHRAM Tom 

HUNGARY GUTI András 

HUNGARY VARGA-NEMES Mariann 

MALTA LACITIGNOLA Luca 

NETHERLANDS OVERMAN Mark 

AUSTRIA MUNER-BRETTER Anna 

AUSTRIA EYWO Florian 
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