
Library Briefing 
 Library of the European Parliament 03/11/2011

 

Environment Action Programmes 
 

Author: Graham Stull 110232REV1 
E-mail: graham.stull@europarl.europa.eu Tel: 32859 Page  1 of 5 
 

While not new, the practice of laying out EU 
environmental policy took a significant leap 
forward with the 6th Environment Action 
Programme (EAP) (2002-2012). As a legal 
instrument under co-decision, this was the first 
time a Programme went beyond a statement 
of intent on the part of the Commission.  
The assessment of the 5th EAP had indicated 
that much had to be done to anchor the 
Action Programme deeper into wider 
policymaking. The 6th attempted this, through 
its 'thematic strategies', which would use 
impact assessment and consultation to bridge 
the gap between policy-level objectives and 
drafting new rules. In this, there was scope for 
including quantitative targets - something the 
Parliament had sought under co-decision. 
However targets were left optional and many 
of the thematic strategies lacked targets. 
Despite this, the assessments of the 6th EAP 
found that overall it had been successful in 
guiding environmental policy over the course 
of the last decade.  
While some weaknesses were identified by the 
Commission and stakeholders - such as the 
lack of long-term vision and the inclusion of 
too many 'priorities' - the Council has 
nevertheless urged for the Commission to 
propose a 7th EAP by 2012. Stakeholders 
agree, but insist the new Programme must be 
horizontal, global and integrated into EU 
financial planning. 
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EAPs in context 

Background 
The practice of publishing Community 
Environmental Action Programmes (EAP) is 
not new, but rather has been in operation 
since the early 1970s. 

The first five of these programmes were 
designed as "statements of intent", setting a 
direction for Union's environmental policy. 

The 5th Programme, for instance, laid out an 
environmental approach following on from 
its predecessors. What was new was that it 
developed a more global, integrated 
approach to environmental policy. Its main 
focus was on encouraging 'sustainable 
development'. Prepared in parallel to the 
1992 Rio Conference and adopted in 1993, 
the 5th EAP formed the EU's environmental 
agenda for the decade that followed. 

The Commission's assessment of the 5th 
EAP, prepared in 2000, concluded that there 
had been little clear progress towards 
sustainable development and blamed a lack 
of commitment on the part of Member 
States (MS) stakeholders and certain sectors 
of the economy. The Commission also noted 
that the lack of clear targets made the 
evaluation of the Programme difficult. Both 
this lack of progress, and the absence of 
clear targets, were important points picked 
up by the EP's Environment Committee 
during the discussion which informed the 
creation of the 6th programme. 
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http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/other/l28062_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/pdf/99543_en.pdf
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Legal basis 
The 5th EAP was based on Article 130r of the 
Treaty on European Union (Maastricht 
Treaty), which applied the cooperation 
procedure (Article 189c, ex-TEU) to the 
framing of environmental strategic 
objectives at Community level. This 
procedure gave only limited powers to the 
European Parliament, by allowing it two 
readings of Commission proposals.  

However, with the entry into force of the 
Treaty of Amsterdam in 1999, the Parliament 
gained full co-decision powers (now: 
'ordinary legislative procedure') in the area 
of environmental policy planning (Article 
175, TEU). These new powers were in place 
at the time of transmission of the 
Commission's proposal for the 6th EAP in 
January 2001. 

The 6th EAP 

Parliament's role in drafting 
The European Parliament used its new 
powers to full effect in the drafting of the 
6th EAP. Notably, in its first reading, it 
proposed substantial amendments to the 
Commission's initial text. These 
amendments insisted upon the inclusion of 

"qualitative and quantitative environmental 
and sectoral objectives against which long-
term effects and methods may be 
measured"1.  This was weakened in the final 
text, where upon compromise the inclusion 
of clearly-defined (i.e. quantitative and 
qualitative) environmental targets was 
made optional. 

Description of the 6th EAP 
The Programme covers the period July 2002 
to July 2012. It establishes a Community 
action framework for environmental policy. 
The 6th EAP focuses on the following 
priority areas: 

 Climate change; 

 Nature and biodiversity; 

 Environment, health and quality of life; 

 Natural resources and wastes. 

Rather than define specific targets and 
actions directly within these broad priority 
areas, the Commission chose to adopt an 
approach under which programming 
followed an intermediate path (depicted in 
Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1 - The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme (2002 - 2012) 
 

 
 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/11992E/tif/JOC_1992_224__1_EN_0001.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/11992E/tif/JOC_1992_224__1_EN_0001.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/11997E/htm/11997E.html#0173010078
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52001PC0031:EN:HTML
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:242:0001:0015:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:242:0001:0015:EN:PDF
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Thematic strategies: a new approach Thematic strategies: a new approach 
The Programme calls for the adoption of 
more specific policy-level strategies, called 
thematic strategies. These were to be 
developed early during the course of the 6th 
EAP, and cover the following seven themes: 

The Programme calls for the adoption of 
more specific policy-level strategies, called 
thematic strategies. These were to be 
developed early during the course of the 6th 
EAP, and cover the following seven themes: 

1) soil  1) soil  

2)  marine environment 2)  marine environment 

3)  sustainable use of pesticides 3)  sustainable use of pesticides 

4)  air pollution 4)  air pollution 

5)  urban environment 5)  urban environment 

6) sustainable use & management of natural 
resources; and 

6) sustainable use & management of natural 
resources; and 

7) waste prevention & recycling (see box)  7) waste prevention & recycling (see box)  

Each of these thematic strategies would 
include - if not obligatory, quantifiable 
targets - at least an identification of the 
proposals needed to achieve the overall 
objectives. As part of the Better Regulation

Each of these thematic strategies would 
include - if not obligatory, quantifiable 
targets - at least an identification of the 
proposals needed to achieve the overall 
objectives. As part of the Better Regulation 
strategy, all strategies were to be 
accompanied by a thorough impact 
assessment and should 
make the existing 
regulatory framework 
simpler, if possible. 

Because these thematic 
strategies focus on issues 
and outcomes, as opposed 
to economic sectors, they 
represented a radical new 
approach in terms of EU 
policymaking. They 
encouraged a wider, more 
horizontal approach, which 
would place the strategies 
at the heart of not just 
environmental policy, but 
all legislative activity. This 
required broad input from 
other Directorates General 
(DGs) in the Commission, as 
well as MS governments 
and national parliaments. 

Early criticism 
Even before the final text was agreed, 
stakeholders (in the main, environmental 
NGOs) were critical of the way the 6th EAP 
was shaping up. Some of the main criticisms 
were: 

 that there were too few targets; 

 the objectives were too vague; and 

 not enough had been done to integrate 
environment strategies into other policy 
areas. 

In a speech to the Centre for European 
Reform Brussels, then Environment 
Commissioner Margot Wallström defended 
the Programme against these attacks, 
pointing to the need for scientific 
assessment as a basis for specific measures. 

European Commission assessment 

Mid-term review 
Public consultation 

The Decision laying down 
the 6th Programme made 
provisions for an 

implementation 
evaluation to take place 
in the fourth year of the 
programme.  Specifically, 
it states that the 

implementation 
evaluation should be 
based on "a 
comprehensive set of 
indicators".  

This mid-term review was 
conducted in 2006 and 
adopted in 2007. It was to 
be directed by a public 
consultation. The exercise 
concerned environmental 
policy in general terms, 
and was not a review of 

the 6th EAP as a policy tool. As such, the 
questions asked did not give participants a 
chance to comment on the structure of the 
6th EAP itself. For example, no questions 

The WEEE Directive 

A key directive under the 6th EAP's 
"waste prevention" theme was the 
2003 WEEE directive, which aimed to 
promote eco-design by assigning 
individual producer responsibility (IPR) 
for end-of-life disposal costs for 
electronic and electrical products; one 
of the first laws in the world to do so. 

However, a 2006 study commissioned 
by environmental NGOs found that 
the transposition of the directive was 
inadequate for achieving true IPR. A 
further study commissioned by the 
Commission found that WEEE's 
objectives overlapped with those of 
other EU policy instruments and had 
unintended consequences in terms of 
competition policy. All this suggests 
weaknesses in the strategic approach. 

http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/better_regulation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/pdf/statistics.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/pdf/statistics.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32002L0096:EN:NOT
http://www.greenpeace.org/raw/content/international/press/reports/lost-in-transposition.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/weee/pdf/rpa_study.pdf
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were asked on whether the EAP should have 
included harder targets, an issue which had 
been contentious at the Programme's 
inception. 

Conclusions 
In its final Communication on the mid-term 
review, the Commission stressed that the EU 
was "generally on-track" in terms of 
adopting measures, but that it was too early 
to judge the effects of these measures. This 
conclusion contradicts the results of the 
public consultation, in which 46.8% of 
respondents disagreed that the EU's 
progress towards environmental protection 
since 2002 had been satisfactory, while only 
44.3% agreed or "tended to agree". 

The Communication also noted that recent 
scientific evidence revealed gaps between 
the Programme's objectives and the 
measures set out to achieve them. This 
referred, notably, to the work of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
and the Stern Report on climate change. 

Final assessment 
On 31 August 2011, the Commission 
adopted its final assessment of the 
Programme.  The final assessment was 
based on an external assessment, the results 
of another round of public consultation and 
a report from the European Environment 
Agency (EEA).  The assessment concluded 
that the approach taken was positive 
overall, and that significant progress had 
been made in reaching targets defined 
under the Programme. However, it also 
raised a number of specific issues and 
criticisms of the process, foremost of which 
were: 

 The Programme was not sufficiently 
focused. Too many actions, some broad, 
some narrowly-defined, led to a lack of 
clarity in terms of its overall intent. The 
Commission blamed the co-decision 
procedure for this result. 

 Lack of long-term vision. 

 Inadequate enforcement and 
implementation of EU directives and 
regulations by the MS. 

 Lack of harmonisation with budget cycles. 
Since the 6th EAP ran from 2002 to 2012, 
it was not in sync with the cycle of the 
multi-annual financial framework; which 
ran from 2000-2007 and then from 2007-
2013. 

 Single timeframe for all thematic strategies 
too constraining.  Some areas required 
tighter timeframes, while others required 
more long-term perspectives. 

 Some thematic strategies developed too 
late in the process . 

Stakeholder views 

In its 2011 assessment of the Programme, 
the Institute for European Environmental 
Policy (IEEP) again brought attention to the 
lack of mandatory targets in the 6th EAP, 
despite the fact that their absence in the 5th 
EAP had been a key criticism.   

However, on the whole, the IEEP study 
found that much progress which had been 
made was attributable to the strategic 
programming approach outlined in the EAP. 
They point to a number of "indirect" 
accomplishments of the Programme, under 
which work done under one of the EAPs 
thematic strategies had an influence on 
other policy initiatives, undertaken outside 
of DG ENVI. Thus, for example, although the 
main directive under the "soil" thematic area 
has remained blocked, substantial progress 
has been made in integrating soil protection 
into other areas of EU policymaking, such as 
rules concerning agriculture or industry. 

Among those stakeholders who submitted 
opinions, many felt the EAP as a process 
worked, in terms of setting out an agenda 
with identified priorities. Some felt, 
however, that the use of thematic strategies 
as an programming tool was less effective; 
in some cases it added traction to the 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2007:0225:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0531:FIN:EN:HTML
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/consult_2011.htm
http://www.eea.europa.eu/soer
http://www.ieep.eu/assets/790/6EAP_final_report.pdf
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arguments of sceptics against new 
directives. 

 The need to have global reach. 

 The need to direct policy according to 
Better Regulation practices. Towards a 7th EAP 

 The need to integrate fully all levels of 
government (EU, MS, regional and local). In its conclusion on the assessment of the 

6th EAP, the Council invites the Commission 
to present, by the start of 2012 at the latest, 
a proposal for a 7th EAP. In this, the Council 
stresses that the policy planning horizon 
should be expanded out to 2050; that it 
should include "realistic and achievable 
targets and timetables for 2020"; and that 
it should be in harmony with existing policy 
programming tools such as Europe 20202. 

 

Main references 

Final Report for the Assessment of the 6th EAP, 
Ecologic Institute, in co-operation with IEEP and 
Central European University,  21 February 2011; 
Executive summary 

 
Views from the environmental sector The European environment - state and outlook 

2010: Synthesis, European Environment Agency, 
November 2010 

Many environmental stakeholders have 
called for a possible 7th EAP designed to be 
more horizontal (i.e. by going outside the 
agendas of DG ENVI and cutting across the 
policy agendas of the entire Commission). 
Also, there have been calls for it to be 
aligned with the next multi-annual financial 
framework, 2014-2020, echoing the 
Commission's own criticism of the 6th EAP. 

 

Disclaimer and Copyright 

This briefing is a summary of published information and 
does not necessarily represent the views of the author or 
the European Parliament. The document is exclusively 
addressed to the Members and staff of the European 
Parliament for their parliamentary work. Links to 
information sources within this document may be 
inaccessible from locations outside the European 
Parliament network. Copyright © European Parliament, 
2011. All rights reserved. 

It has also been suggested that a possible 
7th EAP would have to take into account the 
following: 

 The need to define clearly how the EAP 
works with other policy tools (e.g. Europe 
2020). 

http://www.library.ep.ec 

 

 

Endnotes 
 

1 Amendment 66, First reading of the Parliament 

2 The Conclusions do not directly make these recommendations, but rather refer to a 17 January 2011 information note which 
includes them (Point 4) 
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