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DRAFT Minutes 
Expert Group Greening the European Semester / 

Environmental Implementation Review 

10th meeting of the Expert Group of representatives of the EU Member States' Environment 
Ministries, Brussels 

 

Thursday 8 September 2018 

 

Restricted section for the EU Member States and Norway, Commission services, OECD, UNECE, 
ENCORE1, EEA, EP, CoR, EESC, EFTA Secretariat 

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

COM2 welcomed participants to this 10th meeting of the Expert Group. Twenty-eight Member 
States had registered and 27 attended. The proposed agenda and the minutes of the last meeting 
on 23.01.2018 were approved. 

COM mentioned by way of introduction the need to reflect more on the implementation of 
Semester Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) from previous years. A prerequisite for being 
more ambitious on greening the semester in the future is to have a good track record of following the 
implementation of what already exists. 
 

2) Nature of the meeting 

This meeting was the 10th 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 the Member States on the draft minutes3. 

Proceedings are split into two parts: 1)a restricted section with the EU Member States and 
Norway, Commission services, OECD, UNECE, ENCORE, EEA, EP, CoR, EESC, EFTA Secretariat; 2) an 
open session: the above list plus the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
Green Budget Europe, WWF Europe, European Environmental Bureau, CEE-BankWatch, Business 
Europe. 

Chatham House rules are followed for the interventions of Member States, except for the 
intervention of the current EU presidency4. 

                                                           
1 Environmental Conference of the Regions of Europe  

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

3 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm 

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

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/green_semester/index_en.htm
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3) List of points discussed 

3.1. European Semester 2018 & 2019 

COM made a presentation of the results of Semester 2018 with a 25% increase in environmental references 

in the Country Reports compared to 2017 (98 in 2017 v 124 in 2018). Whilst circular economy is mentioned 

less in 2018, other issues (e.g. waste management) have increased, and new issues included (notably forest 

fires). There were CSRs in 2018 for three countries covering water services, urban wastewater treatment 

and waste management, and traffic congestion-sustainable transport, respectively.  

Looking towards the 2019 Semester, in general the process remains the same but the substance will 

change. There is a general shift away from crisis legacy issues towards focusing on longer-term investment 

opportunities. There is unlikely to be a separate section on environmental issues, but environment can be 

integrated into a section on competitiveness & productivity or on the regional dimension. There is room for 

more green themes to appear (e.g. transition to sustainable economy, private investors in the 

environmental field, skilled labour, Green Public Procurement, quality of governance, tax shift, the Peer-to-

Peer (P2P) tool, water & waste infrastructure).  Finally, the message from the working dinner the previous 

evening was that we should not only focus on long-term policy proposals but also provide concrete 

measures.  

COM added that the financing priorities for the Cohesion Policy 2021-2028 will be closely tied to the 

Semester priorities.  The more we keep a track record of the implementation of the relevant Semester CSRs 

and Recitals, the higher chance we have for justifying environmental priorities to be supported through the 

Cohesion Policy. At the same time it is important to keep a proportionate approach: we are working in the 

context of other policy areas, macroeconomic situation etc., so it is not always the environmental priorities 

that are the biggest concern for a Member State. The relative importance of environment in the three 

'environmental CSRs' in 2018 is probably around one third as they are linked to transport policy and 

insufficient public infrastructure.  This point should be kept in mind also during the Environmental 

Implementation Review (EIR) national dialogues. 

One Member State asked what chance was there in 2019 to get more environmental CSRs than in previous 

years. COM replied saying if we have good proposals and the environmental ones can compete with other 

candidates for CSRs, then it can happen, although there is strong competition. A CSR can only be adopted if 

the topic is mentioned in the Country Report executive summary. Formulating the CSRs is a highly political 

process.  

Another Member State mentioned the above range of possible topics described by the Commission was a 

good menu. They wondered when it would be decided when and how which Member State receives a CSR. 

COM replied by explaining the internal Commission workings for formulating CSRs. There are 28 internal 

country teams, chaired by the Secretariat General. The drafting of the Country Report is led by DG ECFIN. 

Thus, DG ENV brings its ideas forward in the country teams.  In the autumn, there are fact-finding missions 

to the Member States for which a questionnaire is circulated. Other elements are internal COM in-depth 

sessions on specific topics where we have in-house expertise and bi-laterals with Member States.  A 

successful ingredient to make environmental arguments is to have data to allow a more concrete 

underpinning of facts justifying why environment is of economic relevance.  It is important for 
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environmental administrations to participate in the country visit meetings and reply to the questionnaires 

both where appropriate.  

 

3.2  Preparation of the 2nd Environmental Implementation Review (EIR) package 

This agenda point was discussed in both the closed and open parts of the meeting, but the discussion is 

merged for the purpose of these minutes. 

COM stated that the adoption of the second EIR package is planned for March 2019. The package is likely to 

be similar to 2017 with a synthesis document with political conclusions and various annexes including the 

28 Country Reports. New topics such as climate change, industrial emissions and chemicals would be 

covered, but the structure is similar to the first EIR Reports in 2017. A formal Commission adoption 

procedure would be followed. A factual check with Member States is planned during the month of October 

2018 for 4 weeks; the check is on the facts rather than the arguments presented as the Commission will 

take ownership of its own publications. Some data is still coming in (e.g. the analysis of the 2nd generation 

of RBMPs) so a placeholder will be included in the drafts reports, as substantial data will only arrive only by 

the of end of 2018. Member States are invited to let the COM know of any good practice examples. The 

reports should be relatively short accurate documents, intended for political attention and for everyday 

readers, and not repeating the contents of the 2017 Reports nor the OECD Environmental Performance 

Reviews.  

COM also invited an exchange about how the 2nd generation of EIR country dialogues should be organised. 

The COM believes these should be different from the first cycle, maybe more focused on integration and on 

linkages between environment and other policies (such as agriculture and transport). The local and regional 

level is also important, and the COM has had exchanges with the Committee of Regions.  

Four Member States stated that 4 weeks is an insufficient time to make comments on the draft Country 

Reports, especially for countries with regions and in order to consult other ministries. Ideally a fixed date 

should be  already known for the start of the consultation. One Member State stated that 4 weeks was 

enough time for a factual check. One Member State asked if it was possible to receive a main outline or 

detailed information on listed topics earlier than receiving the full draft itself. Another country stated that 

they thought Member States would be associated in the drafting of the Reports. A further wondered how 

the EIR second edition would fit in with the timing of the next EEA State of the Environment report. 

COM replied that 4 weeks should be enough. The annual consultation on the draft Semester Country 

Reports is done for a much shorter time (1 week). Ideally the regions would be consulted on the draft but 

Member States could always consult the regions after publication in March 2019.  Member States could 

take already now preparatory actions such as identifying the partners and raise awareness of other 

ministries’ departments. Regarding the EEA State of the Environment report, this has a different author and 

will be published later (2020); the latest EEA data will be used in the EIR especially if it’s country-specific. 

The State of the Environment report uses more aggregated data, and looks more at the sate of the 

environment, whereas the EIR looks at the state of the implementation of the key environmental 

obligations. Finally, it was never the Commission's intention that the Member States co-write the Country 

Reports; Member States are only consulted on the drafts for a factual check. 
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One Member State asked what had happened to the 'issue papers' that were mentioned in the first 

Communication on the EIR in 2016. These issue papers could deal with the reasons behind bad 

implementation for a particular issue. Currently the EIR is rather a state-of-play but would be useful to 

learn more about the reasons behind implementation difficulties. 

COM replied that the issue papers are not easy to produce in practice. However, in May this year a 

Communication was produced when the Commission referred several Member States to the European 

Court for breaches on air quality5; this could be considered an issue paper. Another issue paper has been 

produced on agriculture and water6. It is evident that deeper discussions are still needed between the 

environmental and agricultural ministries in particular, as the consensus is stronger with transport and 

energy ministries.  Integration is indeed a key issue, following the publication of the 2nd EIR report, national 

dialogues could be organized on that, and then issue papers could be drafted by the Member State, 

targeting the specific national challenges. Maybe a relative alignment of national country dialogues would 

be useful, e.g. it could be important for several MS to discuss the nexus of environment and agricultural (or 

transport) policies. The papers from the jumbo Environment and Transport Council at end of October could 

be circulated too (see  point 3.3). 

In its second presentation on the EIR, COM stated that so far 13 full country dialogues had taken place so 

far and 3 more are planned in 2018. COM does not want to lead country dialogues (though we want to 

participate in them). COM leaves the organisation to the Member State internally: interesting to have 

regional and local authorities on board.  It is useful to see deliverables after such meetings, what concrete 

results can be obtained; maybe some issue papers and a written report on the proceedings.  

Rather than a single political dialogue, one country has decided to organise technical thematic dialogues 

with the regions (on waste, air and water, in addition to a general dialogue) with the participation of the 

Commission on each occasion. It is important also to promote domestic dialogue amongst the regions, 

trying to learn from each other and find good examples (a sort of domestic peer to peer).  

One observer stated that when preparing and planning the next EIR package the question is whether it is 

possible to promote national dialogues to make it visible what type of financial resources are available to 

improve implementation (e.g. from increased environmental taxation through a tax shift); the observer 

asserted that the COM could promote such an approach. 

Another observer stated they would like to know about upcoming national dialogues, as they had 

experience in dealing with tricky complex issues.  

One Member State said that they already had a long tradition to speak with stakeholders and that a more 

thematic approach for the future could be useful where the sectoral experts are present. They could be 

even a thematic dialogue where all Member States are present with an issue paper prepared.   

                                                           
5 European Commission 2018 Clean Air for All 

6 European Commission 2017, Staff Working Document, p.3 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/pdf/clean_air_for_all.pdf
https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/abff972e-203a-4b4e-b42e-a0f291d3fdf9/SWD_2017_EN_V4_P1_885057.pdf
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Another Member State, which had had a National Dialogue, will now hold shortly a formal Clean Air 

Dialogue. Thematic dialogues could also involve other ministries. They thought that Suggested 

Actions/Priority Actions on taxation would be needed in the EIR 2019 in line with OECD practice.  

COM replied on environmental taxation no new data exists at the moment from studies on the potential of 

increasing revenues. Thus, no new Suggested Actions/Priority Actions are currently expected. Furthermore, 

there is no EU legal obligation and the issues are also covered by the Semester.  The idea of integrated 

dialogues with different ministries is an interesting one but not easy to organize if they are to be effective. 

COM would return to the Dialogues issue in January 2019.  

COM informed that next year’s Green Week will focus implementation of EU environmental legislation, 13-

17 May, just before the European Parliament elections. The purpose is to discuss each day a theme and 

then have discussions with all Member States and citizens. It is important to have NGOs on board, and to 

organize partner events to the Green Week outside of Brussels. A ministerial conference is under 

consideration. Member State suggestions are welcome to shape the Green Week process and also to have 

involve NGOs. 

3.3. Environmental agenda of the Austrian Presidency7 

After 2017 elections, the former Austrian Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water 

management was re-named as Federal Ministry for Sustainability and Tourism (BMNT).  

New duties and responsibilities have been included in the ministry’s organisational structure from the 

beginning of 2018. The BMNT is additionally in charge for Energy-, Tourism- and Cohesion policy.  

Austria took over the presidency of the EU for the third time after 1998 and 2006. Motto of the AT 

Presidency is “A Europe that protects” focusing on security and fight against illegal migration, Security 

prosperity and competitiveness through digitalisation and Stability in neighbourhood – EU perspective of 

the Western Balkans/South Eastern Europe. It’s a more challenging situation due to Brexit discussions and 

MFF negotiations. 

The Trio-Programme – Environment comprises the 18-month Programme on Eco-Innovation of the EU 

“Smart and Sustainable Europe”. Furthermore on the agenda is the implementation of the Paris Agreement 

and the EU’s 2030 targets, the continuation of the work on a sustainable, resilient and effective energy 

Union and the further Implementation of the 2030 Agenda. 

On the environmental legislative stage, Austria aims at adopting as many dossiers as possible. CO2 from 

cars and HDV, POPs, Single use Plastic and LIFE are dossiers of prime importance where Austria intends to 

achieve a significant progress in the negotiations. Further legislative Dossiers address the Drinking Water 

Directive Review, the Environmental Reporting Alignment and Water re-use. 

The formal Environment council will be held in Luxembourg on 9.10.2018 and in Brussels on 20.12.2018. 

The city of Graz will host the informal Environment/Transport council on 29/30.10.2018. Motto of the 

                                                           
7 https://www.eu2018.at/ & https://wachstumimwandel.at/conference2018/ 

 

https://www.eu2018.at/
https://wachstumimwandel.at/conference2018/
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informal council is “a clean, safe and affordable mobility for Europe – A green deal for mobility 

transformation and transport decarbonisation”. On the first day, there will be separate sessions for both 

Environment and Transport Ministers. Within the Environment Session, ministers will be asked about the 

pros and cons concerning an 8th Environmental Action Programme and the state of play of current climate 

negotiations and climate change challenges. On the second day, there will be a joint session in the morning 

where ministers will adopt the “Grazer Declaration” and a joint lunch break. This declaration focuses on 

Clean Vehicles, Masterplan for Mobility Management, active mobility to promote health and sustainability, 

Safe and inclusive mobility and Multimodality and infrastructure. 

On the international conference level, Austria will chair some conferences of utmost importance notably 

the UNFCCC COP24 in Katowice and the Convention on Biological Diversity COP14 in Sharm El Sheik. 

On the national level Austria’s contribution and closing event to the Trio Programme on Eco-Innovation is 

the High-Level stakeholder conference “Growth in transition” in Vienna on 14/15.11.2018 addressing, inter 

alia, the Sustainability Transformation In Europe, the role of the SDGs, the role of business in a low carbon 

transition etc. Further important conferences deal with Water and Circular Economy issues and are 

scheduled on 20/21.09.2018 in Vienna. 

The 2018 Austrian Presidency is continuing this tradition by endeavouring to manage its events in a 

sustainable fashion. The Austria Center Vienna (ACV), the main presidency venue in Vienna and, as such, 

offers excellent conditions for organising ‘Green Presidency’ events. The ACV has been awarded the 

Austrian Ecolabel. 

3.4 Presentation of findings and lessons learned from the TAIEX-EIR P2P projects so far in 2018 

COM presented the state of play. The programme aims at facilitating peer-to-peer learning between 

environmental authorities of EU Member States in order to improve the implementation of EU 

environmental legislation. Requests for peer learning events can be submitted in an easy way online by 

environmental authorities from all levels of EU MS. So far the EIR P2P has started off very successfully and 

proved that cross-country peer learning is feasible. After the launch of the programme in 2017 12 peer 

learning events will have been organised by end September 2018. Apart from Luxembourg all MS have 

been involved in those events, most of them in several events. More events are in preparation and more 

applications pending. Usually it takes around 3 months from application to implementation. Many 

applications came from national authorities, some from regional/local level. Most of the events were 

workshops with environmental authorities from several Member States. Thematically the majority were on 

waste and circular economy and on air pollution, some also dealt with sustainable forestry, biodiversity, 

noise. It is important to note that the workshops are not conferences, but have participative round-table 

learning formats and are organised as non-public peer meetings, usually without the participation of non-

governmental stakeholders. It is important to get applications on time and with a clear definition of subject, 

possibly also with an idea about the peer learning partners. There is good cooperation with networks in the 

subject area, expert groups, and associations of environmental authorities (e.g. Eurocities or ENCORE). 

Events which are prepared and carried out with the active participation of all participants have the best 

learning outcome. Budget now is secured to go on with the EIR P2P programme in 2019. We are still 

experiencing and testing effective formats. Ideas and suggestions are welcome. In the 2019 Green Week, 

experience from P2P events could be shared, e.g. on air quality. 

https://www.eu2018.at/presidency-austria/presidency-venue.html
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For the 2019 Green Week, experience from P2P events could be shared, e.g. on air quality. Also good to 

communicate better to the outside world what is being done in order to improve implementation.  

3.5  How to involve environmental stakeholders to support environmental implementation  

The European Environmental Bureau (EEB) has obtained a LIFE grant to assess and improve stakeholder 

involvement in the EIR process, with a specific focus on civil society engagement. The EEB has an extensive 

network of NGOs with partner organizations in each Member State. They have also 20 working groups, 

including one on better implementation. The issue of better implementation is also touched on in the other 

thematic working groups: air, biodiversity, climate, circular economy, waste and water. The LIFE grant will 

allow building up Civil Society (CSO) capacity, developing recommendations, communicating on good and 

bad practice, and reporting on missed opportunities. CSOs have a role in all stages of the policy cycle (from 

problem identification to decision making, implementation, monitoring, review & evaluation). CSO also 

share many objectives with Environment ministries – to improve the level of environmental protection, 

which, inter alia, help address citizens concerns and wellbeing, to improve the confidence in the rule of law, 

and support its effective implementation. In their watchdog role, CSO also engage in common tools and 

processes, such as offering citizens’ voice help in consultations and dialogues, in using and improving access 

to information and pursuing effective environmental justice.  

One observer stated that involving CSOs from very early stage not only in implementation but already in 

preparation of environmental law has a huge impact on society.  In one Member State this observer looked 

at the fiscal differences between diesel and petrol together with an NGO. 

One Member State mentioned a briefing session is held with NGOs for each Environment Council. Another 

Member State reported on a meeting between the Environment Minister and a Group of five NGOs. In the 

same country, an NGO has produced a report on the implementation of the two nature Directives. 

COM thank the EEB for their presentation and emphasized that it is important for them to catalyze a bit the 

civil society at national level in particular in relation to implementation, which is less attractive to them 

than raising issues onto policy agendas.  

3.6 On-going studies and research supporting greening the Semester and the EIR 

The COM presented two studies: 

1) A new study on the costs of non-implementation of the EU acquis (COWI & Eunomia): this is an 

update of a 2011 study which estimated the costs of non-implementation at 50 billion €, and 20 

billion € for future obligations. An update is now necessary, as 7 years have passed, including to 

review the methodology, and to make the analysis at national or even regional level. The study will 

examine the 7 areas environmental themes listed in the annex to the environmental compliance 

action plan: air & noise; water & marine; nature & biodiversity; waste; chemicals; industrial 

emissions, and horizontal. Climate change is not covered. The assessment methodology comprises 

5 parts: measuring the implementation gap – implementation gap impact (health, economic) – 

calculating the unit cost – and arriving to the implementation gap cost. The study will run from 

August 2018 to February 2019. The COM then provided an example for one area on air & noise. A 

review meeting is planned for 21 November 2018 (afternoon), and members of the expert group 

were welcomed to attend at their own cost. In any case if relevant studies have been carried out in 
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Member States, they would be welcome. Furthermore for the horizontal category, with regard to 

EIA, maybe Member States could identify cases where an EIA should have been carried out, but it 

was not done. 

One Member State asked to have a break-down of costs for different areas. The transparency on cost of 

non-implementation will also help to increase awareness concerning EIR reports. Another Member State 

suggested for the assessment methodology on air quality to use the years of life lost for NEC Directive.  A 

further Member State will send experts to the workshop as they have recently published two reports of 

relevance which can be forwarded to the consultants. 

In terms of methodology, one Member State asked if the study would make an assessment of the costs of 

non-action. An Observer added that the cost on non-action and non-implementation must be well 

distinguished, and referred to work by the OECD studies on non-action and other studies on EU 

enlargement. The COM thought that this was an interesting intellectual angle, but it was not the subject of 

the study as is the other side of the coin, to estimate the benefits of EU action. 

Finally, one Member State asked what will be the interpretation of the results if the study shows an 

increased costs from non-implementation? The COM replied that we will have to see what the results will 

be. In any case the methodology is transparent. In this respect, the consultants will be asked to elaborate 

and agenda for the 21 November workshop as soon as possible.  An event on the study methodology 

during Green Week 2019 (13-17 May 2019), which will address implementation, could be considered. 

2) Environmental governance framework (IEEP): this contract had been presented in previous 

meetings of the Expert Group and is about 2/3 way through. The context, dimensions and themes 

were presented, in addition to the timeline. On 26-27 September 2018 a workshop will take place 

in Brussels, and then during October the draft reports will be sent to the Member States for 

comment. Thus the draft EIR Country Reports and the draft reports from the contract will be with 

Member States during the month of October.  

One Member State asked that their website “participate” be referred to. The COM agreed to pass the 

message back. 

COM also reported briefly on the workshop the previous day on Circular Impacts.  It is still very difficult to 

model and prove the macroeconomic impacts of circular economy. Part of the reason is that there is not an 

agreed indicator and headline target for circular economy (except for waste management). 

3.7 State of play of the Make it Work (MiW) project 

At the moment MiW is working on a project and it is now together with the IMPEL network. The goal of the 

project is to deliver a guidance document to support regulators in finding ways to stimulate circular 

economy. It is aimed at and particularly eco-innovation and. MiW produces guidance documents. There are 

several working sessions to collect input for the guidance. The final workshop is 22-23 November and will 

discuss the draft guidance document.  An  invitation for this workshop will be sent to the members of the 

Greening the European Semester expert group. 

The COM stated its wish to explore MiW’s outputs in the context of the 2019 EIR and its follow-up. 
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4. Conclusions/recommendations/opinions 

No general conclusions were made at the meeting. No voting took place. Conclusions for 
individual points are covered under point 3, List of Points discussed. 

 

5. Next Steps 

These are outlined in under point 3, List of Points discussed. 

 

6. Next Meeting  

COM thanked the participants. The date of the next meeting will be 25 January 2019 [originally it 
was set for 24 January] with a back-to-back event on the EU study presenting the results of the 
Environmental Governance Framework study the afternoon of the day before (24 January 2019). 
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