
      

 

       

Review of EU waste management targets 
 

Impact Assessment (SWD (2014) 207, SWD (2014) 208 (summary)) of a Commission proposal for a Directive of the 

European Parliament and of the Council amending Directives 2008/98/EC on waste, 94/62/EC on packaging and 

packaging waste, 1999/31/EC on the landfill of waste, 2000/53/EC on end-of-life vehicles, 2006/66/EC on batteries and 

accumulators and waste batteries and accumulators, and 2012/19/EU on waste electrical and electronic equipment 

(COM (2014) 397) 

 

Background 

This note seeks to provide an initial analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the European Commission's 

Impact Assessment (IA) accompanying the above proposal, transmitted on 14 July 2014. A supplementary 

IA, dated 23 September 2014, on measures addressing food waste, will be the subject of a separate appraisal.  

The first Waste Framework Directive was adopted in 1975, followed over the years by a series of additional 

pieces of related EU legislation which together make up the body of EU waste policy we know today. This 

proposal responds in particular to the legal obligation to review the waste management targets of three 

specific directives: the Waste Framework Directive (WFD), the Landfill Directive and the Packaging and 

Packaging Waste Directive (PWD). However, the waste targets review is part of a broader process of 

reviewing the approach to European waste policy in general, with the emphasis on improving resource 

efficiency, in line with the objectives of the 7th Environmental Action Programme, and as set out in the 

Communication, 'Towards a circular economy: A zero waste programme for Europe'1, which accompanies 

the legislative proposal. The review has also included an extensive ex post 'Fitness Check' evaluation of five 

Waste Stream directives2. Taken together, the fitness check and the target review are considered to provide a 

comprehensive assessment of the main legal instruments in the field of waste management' (IA/1, p. 10).  

Problem definition 

The IA makes a clear presentation of the main problem identified, which is that improper waste 

management is leading to a significant amount of potential secondary raw material being lost to the EU 

economy. This results in missed opportunities for growth and jobs, significant dependency on imported raw 

material, air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions which could be reduced through improved waste 

management, as well as direct and indirect environmental, health and economic costs.  The IA identifies the 

main causes as being issues relating to governance, monitoring, weaknesses in the current legislation 

(including unclear definitions, ambiguous measuring methods and a lack of medium term targets) and the 

gap between current targets and the EU vision, reflected notably in the 2020 strategy, the Raw Materials 

initiative and the 7th EAP (IA/1, p 21). 

Objectives of the legislative proposal 

According to the IA, the general objective is to make progress towards the creation of a circular economy 

where waste is progressively used as a resource and new economic opportunities and jobs are created. The 
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specific objectives are to simplify and clarify EU waste legislation; to improve monitoring; to ensure optimal 

waste management in all Member States, by promoting dissemination of best practices and key instruments 

and by ensuring a minimum level of harmonization of producer responsibility, and to establish mid-term3 

waste targets in line with EU ambitions regarding resource efficiency and access to raw materials.  

Range of options considered 

Option 1: Full implementation of existing legislation. This option assumes that all Member States will meet 

all the existing targets on time. It would involve promoting compliance on a voluntary basis by 

disseminating best practices and continuing existing initiatives such as the establishment of roadmaps for 

Member States at risk. 

Option 2: Simplification, improved monitoring and dissemination of best practices. This option includes a 

combination of legislative and non-legislative measures but does not include any explicit changes to the 

targets themselves. It involves aligning definitions, establishing a single measurement method, instead of the 

four currently permitted, and simplifying reporting requirements. According to the IA, this option could be 

considered as complementary to options 1 and 3.  

Option 3: Upgrade EU targets 

Option 3.1: Increase the recycling/reuse target for municipal waste:  

- low: 60% by 2030; 50% by 2025 

- high: 70% by 2030; 60% by 2025 

Option 3.2 Increase the recycling/re-use targets for packaging waste: 

- increased material based targets between 2020 and 2030 (80% overall reuse/recycling) 

- variant: specific target for non-ferrous metals ('metal split') 

Option 3.3 Phase out landfilling of recoverable municipal waste - global ban (max 5%) by 2030 

Option 3.4: Combination of options 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 

Option 3.5: Same as option 3.4 with different deadlines for different groups of countries 

Option 3.6: Same as option 3.4 with a more rapid deadline for all Member States with possible derogations 

Option 3.7: Same as option 3.4 with an extension of landfill ban to all waste similar to municipal waste 

 

The preferred option is a combination of options 2 and 3.7. The IA points out that option 3.7 is similar to the 

main orientations of the Committee of the Regions’ Outlook Opinion4 and reflects those of the 7th 

Environmental Action Programme as endorsed by Parliament and Council. 

The IA explains that option 1 (full implementation) has been compared against the ‘business as usual’ or ‘do 

nothing’ scenario. All the other options, however, have been compared against option 1 (full 

implementation) which is therefore considered as the baseline in the context of the IA. The distinction 

between the 'no policy change' option, which the IA explains was not considered as an option as such5, but 

simply as a 'scenario', and option 1, appears rather nuanced. It seems unlikely that in the event of no change 

to the legislation, no efforts would be made to encourage full implementation of existing standards, nor that 

this might not include improved monitoring and dissemination of best practices. Similarly, the separation of 

options 1 and 2 seems a little artificial. Nor does combining options 1 and 2 appear to have been given 

consideration as a self-standing alternative. This would seem to imply, in effect, that no alternative to revised 

targets was considered.  

The justification not to opt for options 3.5 or 3.6 (different deadlines/derogations for different countries) 

seems rather weak. While it may be true that they would not contribute to simplification of the legislation 

and the monitoring of the targets, they might nevertheless arguably be considered likely to contribute in 

                                                           
3
 The expression 'mid-term' is used throughout the IA but seems to be better understood in English as 'medium term'.  

4
 https://portal.cor.europa.eu/subsidiarity/news/Pages/Waste-Consultation-Report-Available.aspx.  

5
 It should be noted that in the external report supporting the IA, this was in fact identified as option 1, with full 

implementation as option 2. This may explain some minor errors in the numbering of options in some tables. 

https://portal.cor.europa.eu/subsidiarity/news/Pages/Waste-Consultation-Report-Available.aspx


3 
 

terms of results in some countries. Moreover, as the IA itself points out, the targets are minimum targets and 

there would be nothing to prevent other Member States from going further (IA/1, p. 37). The assessment of 

these sub-options might therefore have deserved to be developed. 

Scope of the Impact Assessment 

Generally speaking, the IA provides an apparently thorough, objective and thoughtful assessment of the 

economic, social, environmental and health impacts of the key options and of the preferred combination, 

with a clear breakdown and presentation of costs and benefits. The basis on which calculations are made is 

generally clearly explained and caution expressed where appropriate. Where it has not been possibly to 

monetize costs or quantify impacts, this has been stated. The link between the data provided and the 

conclusions drawn seems coherent. 

On some aspects, the IA might have been expected to go further. With regard to regional impacts, a File 

Note prepared by external experts at the request of the Committee of the Regions6 warns of potential 

undesired effects on the territories. It also highlights that the specificities of low and very high population 

density areas may be a limiting factor for achieving the overall proposed recycling rates, pointing out that 

average national recycling and landfilling rates are generally not representative of regional achievements, 

and that regional potential to reach targets can vary significantly within the same country, including in some 

of the front-running Member States. This dimension might have merited closer assessment in the IA. 

With regard to option 2, few quantified economic cost estimates are provided. The IA acknowledges that 

'meeting the proposed targets will require an increased involvement of households in prevention and 

separate collection at source' but states that 'no reliable method to monetise or even quantify this impact is 

available due to the large number of factors to be taken into consideration and the lack of generally accepted 

methodologies' (IA/2, p. 5). Some cost-benefits are expressed rather vaguely. Concerning the establishment 

of national waste registries, the IA explains that 'additional costs and potential savings are extremely 

difficult to assess for each MS' (IA/2, p.13), but concludes that in the medium term all MS should see savings 

as a result. Similarly, it states, that '[i]mposing a third party verification will represent a cost for Member 

States' but that 'this should be compensated by the dramatic simplification of the reporting flows'. (IA/2, p. 

14). By comparison, some of the estimated benefits in terms of working days saved concerning the 

administrative burden implications of improved statistics and simplified reporting requirements, seem 

surprisingly detailed for what are described as ‘broad estimates'. However, the reminder that they should be 

‘taken with precaution: the reality could vary from one MS to another in positive or negative terms 

depending on the actual situation in each MS’ (IA/2, p.14), tends to weaken the credibility of such 

calculations.  

On a more general level, the IA refers to the potential positive impact on the functioning of the internal 

market of an increase in the transport of waste from one Member State to another, but does not assess the 

environmental consequences of such transport. The striking example used to illustrate the acceleration of the 

trend in exporting waste to energy recovery facilities, where waste exports from the UK to other EU 

countries 'passed from few tons in 2010 to more than 1 Million tons in 2013' (IA/2, p. 5), would suggest that 

this is an area which might merit further consideration beyond the internal market aspect. 

Subsidiarity / proportionality 

The IA presents clear arguments to justify EU wide measures, pointing out that the proposal is a direct 

response to the Europe 2020 Strategy, in particular its flagship initiative on a Resource efficient Europe, and 

is closely related to the EU's Resource Efficiency Roadmap and its Raw Materials initiative. According to its 

Explanatory Memorandum, the proposal, which is based on  articles 191/192 (Environment) and, in part, 

article 114 (Internal Market) of the TFEU, is limited to amending the Directives in question by providing a 

framework establishing shared objectives, while leaving Member States free to decide about precise 

                                                           
6
 http://cor.europa.eu/en/documentation/studies/Documents/TIA-Circular-Economy/File-Note-Circular-

Economy.pdf 

http://cor.europa.eu/en/documentation/studies/Documents/TIA-Circular-Economy/File-Note-Circular-Economy.pdf
http://cor.europa.eu/en/documentation/studies/Documents/TIA-Circular-Economy/File-Note-Circular-Economy.pdf
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implementation methods. Despite this assertion, some of the proposed measures, for example, 'imposing the 

use of key instruments including economic instruments, particularly in those MS considered as 'at risk' of 

non-attainment of the targets' (IA/1, p. 37), might be considered questionable from a proportionality point of 

view.  

The Austrian Federal Council, the Senate of the Parliament of the Czech Republic and the Croatian 

Parliament have all issued Reasoned Opinions. In addition, the Czech Chamber of Deputies, the Danish 

Parliament, the Polish Senate and the Portuguese Assembly, have all made submissions in the context of 

political dialogue.  

The Austrian Opinion, adopted on 18 September 20147 considers the proposal to be incompatible with the 

principle of subsidiarity, pointing out in particular that the failure of numerous Member States to meet 

current targets is due to regional problems which it considers ought to be solved by the countries concerned. 

It considers the specific measures proposed for household waste, packaging waste and waste sorting to run 

counter to the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality, and claims that the impact of the new 

definitions and the new calculation method on current recycling targets and compliance has not been 

assessed. It also expresses reservations with regard to the scope of delegated powers and implementing acts 

foreseen for the Commission.  

The Czech Opinion, adopted on 1 October 20148, takes the view that the Commission has failed to 

substantiate that the proposed targets are realistically attainable at reasonable costs for Member States and 

municipalities and has therefore not justified the added value of action at EU level. It considers that impacts 

of revised targets on individual MS, as well as the causes for cases of non-fulfilment of current targets, 

should be further analysed. 

The Croatian Opinion, dated 6 October 2014, considers that the existing legal regulation of waste 

management at EU level is sufficient and that the priority should be to ensure that Member States meet the 

current targets. It suggests that the setting of more ambitious targets, without a differentiated and flexible 

approach, will generate additional economic and social disparities between the Member States.9 

The deadline for submissions by national parliaments was 6 October 2014.  

Budgetary or public finance implications 

The proposal is not considered to be likely to have an impact on the EU budget. The IA considers that, 

without new initiatives to promote best practices, there is a risk that inefficient systems will persist, with 

consequent negative impact on public budgets devoted to waste management. Similarly, improper waste 

management can result in increased taxes for EU citizens. As mentioned above, the IA examines in some 

detail the economic implications of the various options for Member States and it suggests a number of ways 

of limiting the direct costs for public authorities, linked with improved waste management techniques (IA/2, 

p. 31). Reference is also made to the use of the Structural Funds in helping to achieve the targets (IA/2, p 37).  

SME test / Competitiveness 

According to the IA, SMEs operating in the waste/recycling sector will benefit from the competitiveness and 

innovation impacts of increased targets. It does recognise that meeting higher targets might imply a short 

term increase of at-source sorting costs for other SMEs in some countries. However, it considers that in the 

medium term, this increase should be compensated by the saving achieved through better material 

management as a whole, particularly if material values continue to increase in real terms. It also points out 

that the proposed measures to simplify permitting procedures for SMEs generating or handling small 

amounts of non-hazardous waste (which it describes ‘as a repeated and reasonable demand from SMEs’ (IA, 

                                                           
7 http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/scrutiny/COD20140201/atbun.do  
8
 http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/scrutiny/COD20140201/czsen.do  

9
 http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/scrutiny/COD20140201/hrhrv.do 

http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/scrutiny/COD20140201/atbun.do
http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/scrutiny/COD20140201/czsen.do
http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/scrutiny/COD20140201/hrhrv.do
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p. 41)), should lead to a reduction in their administrative costs. A specific seminar focusing on SMEs was 

held as part of the stakeholder consultation exercise.  

Simplification and other regulatory implications 

The IA stresses that the objectives of simplifying legislation and reducing regulatory burdens, as well as 

ensuring that targets are ‘fit for purpose’, are in line with the Commission’s efforts to ensure regulatory 

fitness (IA, p. 38).  By harmonising definitions and targets and simplifying reporting requirements, the 

proposal should help to improve the coherence of current EU legislation on waste management and reduce 

administrative burdens.  

Relations with third countries  

The IA does not make any detailed analysis of potential implications for relations with third countries, other 

than referring to EU companies which are, or may become, exporters of waste management technology or of 

services to markets outside the EU (IA/2, p. 6). It also considers that a far-sighted approach to waste and 

resource management is likely to foster innovation and skills which would make EU companies more 

competitive in non-EU markets, pointing out that the main EU worldwide companies involved in waste 

management and/or recycling activities are largely in favour of EU ambitious targets. An aspect which 

might deserve greater attention is the question of waste exports, including illegal exports of toxic waste, not 

only from an economic point of view (the IA indicates that 'the lost revenue for the formal waste 

management sector is believed to be very large' (IA/2,p. 8)), but also from an environmental one. 

Quality of data, research and analysis 

It is clear that the IA has been prepared in the light of a wealth of wide-ranging research, analysis, evaluation 

and consultation, including dedicated ex post evaluations and fitness checks to which reference is made 

throughout the report. Full details of studies and sources are provided at Annex 2.  Three main studies 

underpin the IA and the proposal, notably the target review project, prepared by an external consortium10.  

The European Reference Model on Municipal Waste Management, developed by the European Environment 

Agency, was used to analyse the different policy options. This tool is intended to become a permanent EU 

‘reference modelling tool’ in the future. Details of the model are provided at Annex 8. The IA is honest in 

recognising that the ‘range of assumptions and variables [which have been incorporated into the 

modelling]… might influence the results in absolute terms’, but considers that they will not change the 

relative position of the impacts of the different options assessed (IA/2, p. 30). The IA provides clear 

explanations for the levels at which the proposed targets are fixed, based on current achievements in some 

Member States, as well as stakeholder input. Generally speaking, the conclusions drawn in terms of cost-

benefit analysis and the likely impacts of the proposed measures seem coherent with the assessments and 

subsequent choices made.  

The nature of some of the assumptions made, however, and the reliability of the data on which they are 

based, may nevertheless require further examination. At a general level, it would seem that the assumption 

that all Member States will indeed have made the 'significant investments' required to ensure full 

implementation by 2020, which is the situation against which achievement of the new targets is assessed, 

may not be realistic. The IA itself acknowledges that 'there is a risk that some MS will fail to meet the 

existing targets on time' (IA/1, p. 34). Similarly, the assumption that all Member States will necessarily be 

able to mirror the achievements of the front-running Member States, might seem optimistic, particularly in 

view of regional disparities and the necessary investments required. Another potential concern highlighted 

by some stakeholders is that the costs of the measures necessary for implementing the targets may be higher 

than anticipated by the IA and that the potential benefits in terms of jobs and savings may have been over-

estimated.  

                                                           
10 http://wastetargetsreview.eu/  

http://wastetargetsreview.eu/
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The IA acknowledges the unreliability of some statistics, both in terms of quality and comparability, as well 

as difficulties with unclear or inconsistent definitions across the relevant Directives and consequent 

divergences in Member States' interpretations (IA/1, p. 29). It points to contradictions with Eurostat figures, 

and even within Member States in some cases (IA/1, pp. 29 and 32). While measures are proposed to 

address such shortcomings, the fact that they currently exist could presumably have implications for the 

reliability of the background data used for assessing the baseline situation and scope for progress. 

Part of the current problem identified by the IA is that ‘calculation methods are too complex and not 

sufficiently harmonised to allow a proper comparison of MS performance’ (IA/1, p. 29). The realisation that 

'it is indeed essential to ensure that targets are properly monitored on the basis of a common methodology 

and with a reliable verification mechanism' (IA/1, p. 42) does not seem to be reflected in the Commission 

Decision11 of 2011 which defines the current four method system for municipal waste. In any case, the 

conclusion that this is ‘leading to confusion about the actual performances of the MS’ seems to be an 

understatement, especially in view of the findings of the EEA report on the issue12 (see also IA, Annex 5). 

While the IA does point out the weaknesses of the current system and the wide divergence of results 

obtained depending on which method is used, and while it refers to the importance of allowing MS time to 

adapt to a change in the system, some further explanation as to the extent of any potential impact on the 

targets of the single measurement method introduced in the proposal, could have been helpful.  

Stakeholder consultation 

A wide range of stakeholder consultation was undertaken, including an on-line consultation held from June 

to September 2013. Details are clearly presented at Annexes 3 and 4 and in Part 5 of the IA. Given the key 

role of local and regional authorities in waste management, an Outlook Opinion was solicited from the 

Committee of the Regions. Its opinion on the legislative proposal will be adopted in February 2015. The 

views of stakeholders are clearly referred to in the report, particularly with regard to the general support for 

the proposed targets and the approach adopted. 

The IA explains that some proposals emerging from the stakeholder consultation were not followed, such as 

defining specific additional recycling targets for certain materials, introducing an overall target for 

prevention or re-use or fixing maximum limits for incineration. Although there was a slight majority in 

favour of targets for waste prevention, it was decided that ‘setting targets of this nature was difficult given 

the low quality of data…and the lack of comparability in the reporting of statistics…’ (IA/1, p. 9).  This 

explanation seems reasonable. However, as suggested above, low quality data and lack of comparability of 

statistics are problems which might arguably be said to apply to some aspect of the options which were 

finally retained for consideration.  

Monitoring and evaluation 

The IA presents a table of key indicators to monitor the achievement of the objectives (IA/2, pp. 40-41). An 

Early Warning System will be established for monitoring compliance by Member States with the recycling 

targets. The proposal also foresees annual transmission by Member States of data concerning their 

implementation of the targets and obligations. These reports are to be accompanied by a quality check report 

and verified by an independent third party. The exact format of the data and conditions for verification of 

compliance are to be established by implementing acts. There is no indication as to whether any of these 

would in turn be accompanied by an IA.  

Commission Impact Assessment Board 

The IAB issued a negative opinion on a draft version of the IA report on 21 February 2014, making a number 

of specific criticisms. It later adopted a positive opinion on the basis of a resubmitted version of 3 March 

2014, but called for further work on a number of aspects. The IA provides extensive explanations of its 

                                                           
11

 Commission Decision of 18/11/11 OJ L 310/11 25.11.2011 
12

 IA, Annex 2, point 7 
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response to the comments in both of the IAB opinions. However, while the final version of the IA may well 

have been improved compared to the draft version submitted to the IAB, some aspects, such as the reasons 

why the waste management performance by the most advanced Member States can automatically be 

considered as feasible in all other Member States, why some options were discarded, and questions 

concerning subsidiarity and proportionality concerns, could have been further developed. 

Coherence between the Commission's legislative proposal and IA  

According to its Explanatory Memorandum, the legislative proposal of the Commission appears to follow 

the recommendations expressed in the IA.  

Conclusions 

The overall impression is of a detailed and open analysis of the current situation and of the likely costs and 

benefits of the proposed solutions, backed up by thorough research and wide consultation. In particular, the 

IA provides a clear presentation and an honest acknowledgement of some of the weaknesses of the current 

system, notably concerning the unreliability of some statistics, which it seeks to address. Some of the 

assumptions on which the assessment is based, the extent to which the regional dimension has been 

sufficiently taken into account, the possible implications of the changes in the calculation method for 

recycling targets, and specific issues such as the potential impact of increased transport of waste, might 

nevertheless merit further examination and clarification. Finally, the supplementary IA on the food waste 

aspects, which was released after the adoption of the proposal and to which no reference appears to be made 

in the IA under discussion, will form the subject of a separate appraisal.  
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