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SUMMARY 
The European Union (EU) has been protecting the environment since the early 1970s, under the 
premise that economic prosperity and environmental protection are interdependent. Successive 
environment action programmes have set the framework for EU environmental policy. 

The seventh environment action programme, a binding decision adopted by the European 
Parliament and Council in 2013, covers the period from 2014 to 2020. Bearing the title 'Living well, 
within the limits of our planet', it seeks to achieve a 2050 vision for sustainability. 

The seventh environment action programme sets nine priority objectives: three 'thematic' 
objectives (on natural capital; on a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-carbon economy; 
and on health and well-being), four 'enabling' objectives (on implementation of EU law; on the 
knowledge and evidence base; on investments and externalities; and on policy coherence), and two 
'horizontal' objectives (on cities; and on the international dimension). The three thematic objectives 
are linked to a large number of initiatives, legislative acts and international agreements. 

A 2017 report by the European Environment Agency sums up progress towards meeting the three 
thematic objectives as follows: on natural capital, the EU is not on track to meet the 2020 objectives; 
on a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-carbon economy, and on health and well-being, 
the 2020 outlook is mixed. 

The European Parliament is supportive of the action programme. In 2018, it urged the Commission 
and the Member States to step up its implementation. 

The European Commission is expected to publish its evaluation of the seventh environment action 
programme by mid-2019, and could subsequently put forward a proposal for an eighth 
environment action programme. 
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Background 
The European Union has been protecting the environment since the early 1970s, under the premise 
that economic prosperity and environmental protection are interdependent. Successive 
environment action programmes have set the framework for EU environmental policy. 

Since 1973, seven environment action programmes have been adopted. They have evolved 
significantly, in a number of respects. The duration of the action programmes varies from three to 
ten years; their main themes and focus have evolved from pollution prevention to the internal 
market and further on to sustainable development.1 From the 1990s, the knowledge base for the 
adoption of environment action programmes has been supported by five-yearly reports on the state 
and outlook of the European environment (SOER) delivered by the European Environment Agency. 

The adoption procedure for environment action programmes – and hence their legal status – has 
also evolved with time: whereas the first five environment action programmes where adopted by 
the Commission alone and subsequently endorsed by a Council resolution, the last two were 
adopted under the co-decision/ordinary legislative procedure where Parliament and Council act on 
equal footing on a proposal from the Commission.2 As a result, the sixth and seventh environment 
action programmes have legally binding status.  

Figure 1 – Timeline of environment action programmes and other relevant aspects 

 
Source: EPRS. 

Because of the nature of EU environmental policy, most actions necessary to achieve the objectives 
set in environment action programmes need to be taken by Member States, and in certain cases, by 
regional or local authorities. 

Seventh environment action programme 
The seventh environment action programme, adopted by the European Parliament and Council in 
2013, covers the period until 2020, which aligns it with the 2014 to 2020 multiannual financial 
framework. Bearing the title 'Living well, within the limits of our planet', the action programme sets 
out a sustainability vision for 2050 (see text box below). 

The action programme takes stock of the state of the environment at the time of adoption in 2013, 
most of the findings remaining relevant five years later. It notes that over past decades, the EU has 
developed a broad set of environmental legislation widely seen as the most comprehensive 
worldwide. EU policy has cut emissions of pollutants and greenhouse gases while stimulating 
innovation and investment in environmental goods and services. Environmental objectives have to 
a large extent been built into other EU policies. However, the action programme highlights that 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/92-827-5263-1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2017)603964
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
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environmental trends continue to be a cause for concern: biodiversity, habitats and soils are in 
decline; resource use is still unsustainable and inefficient; water and air quality are still problematic 
in many parts of Europe; and citizens remain exposed to hazardous substances affecting their health 
and well-being. 

To address these challenges, the action programme highlights the need to move towards 'an 
inclusive green economy that secures growth and development, safeguards human health and well-
being, provides decent jobs, reduces inequalities, and invests in and preserves biodiversity, 
including the ecosystem services it provides (natural capital), for its intrinsic value and for its 
essential contribution to human well-being and economic prosperity'. 

The design of the seventh environment action programme was influenced by findings from the 
assessment of the sixth environment action programme, which criticised among other things a lack 
of long-term vision, an insufficient thematic focus, and a lack of harmonisation with the multiannual 
financial framework. 

The seventh environment action programme sets nine priority objectives (three thematic, four 
enabling and two horizontal objectives), explained in more detail below. 

Figure 2 – Nine priority objectives of the seventh environment action programme 

TH
EM

A
TI

C 

1  
protect, conserve and enhance the Union's  
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safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related 

pressures and risks to health and well-being 
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4 maximise the benefits of Union environment legislation by improving implementation 

5 improve the knowledge and evidence base for Union environment policy 

6 secure investment for environment and climate policy and address environmental externalities 

7 improve environmental integration and policy coherence 
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L 8 enhance the sustainability of the Union's cities  

9 
increase the Union's effectiveness in addressing international  

environmental and climate-related challenges 
 

Source: Seventh environment action programme. 

2050 vision for sustainability: living well, within the limits of our planet 

'In 2050, we live well, within the planet's ecological limits. Our prosperity and healthy environment stem 
from an innovative, circular economy where nothing is wasted and where natural resources are managed 
sustainably, and biodiversity is protected, valued and restored in ways that enhance our society's resilience. 
Our low-carbon growth has long been decoupled from resource use, setting the pace for a safe and 
sustainable global society.' 

Source: Seventh environment action programme. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1537364793085&uri=CELEX:52011DC0531
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
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Thematic objectives 
Biodiversity and ecosystems, also known as natural 
capital, underpin the Union's economic prosperity by 
providing essential goods (such as fertile soil, multi-
functional forests, and productive land and seas) and 
services (such as quality fresh water, clean air, 
pollination, climate regulation, and protection against 
natural disasters). However, biodiversity is still being 
lost and most ecosystems are seriously degraded as a 
result of various forms of pressure: soils are degraded 
and a significant share of freshwater and marine 
ecosystems are not in a good ecological state. To 
address these problems at the source, environmental 
policy needs to be better integrated with other 
policies, especially agriculture and fisheries.  

In addition to a positive impact on the environment 
and climate, a resource-efficient, green and 
competitive low-carbon economy can deliver 
socioeconomic benefits and stimulate 
competitiveness. There is considerable potential for 
improving waste prevention and management, and 
for making better use of resources. Although the EU is 
on track to cut its greenhouse gas emissions by 20 % 
by 2020, there is still some way to go to a low carbon 
economy. A transition to a green economy would 
require contributions from all sectors as well as a 
predictable policy framework; this in turn would 
stimulate the investment and action needed to fully 
develop markets for greener technologies and 
promote sustainable business solutions. 

Health and well-being can be affected adversely by 
chemicals or positively by ecosystem restoration and 
green infrastructure. Although EU legislation has 
delivered significant benefits for the health and well-
being of citizens, water pollution, air pollution and 
chemicals remain concerns. In addition, climate 
change is expected to have an adverse impact on 
health and well-being. Efforts need to be stepped up 
to reduce environmental threats for health and well-
being and to address emerging risks. 

Enabling objectives 
To support the three thematic objectives, improving the implementation of EU environmental law 
is crucial. By 2020, the goals among other things are to improve enforcement and compliance; to 
ensure citizens have access to clear information on implementation; and to increase the trust of 
citizens in EU environmental law. 

Improving the knowledge and evidence base could provide public authorities and businesses 
with a sound basis for taking decisions that fully reflect social, economic and environmental benefits 
and costs. The 2020 objectives include providing policy makers and stakeholders with a more 

Natural capital by 2020 

Specific objectives include:  
 halting the loss of biodiversity and the 

degradation of ecosystem services; 
restoring at least 15 % of degraded 
ecosystems; 

 reducing impact of pressure on fresh and 
marine waters;  

 reducing impact from air pollution on 
ecosystems; 

 managing land, nutrients (nitrogen and 
phosphorus), and forests sustainably.  

 

Green economy by 2020 

Specific objectives include:  
 meeting the 2020 climate and energy 

targets and working towards a 80-95 % 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions 
by 2050;  

 reducing the environmental impact of 
production and consumption;  

 increasing resource efficiency; 
 managing waste as a resource; 
 reducing water stress significantly. 

 

Health and well-being by 2020 

Specific objectives include:  
 bringing air quality up to WHO standards; 
 ensuring high standards for drinking and 

bathing water; 
 addressing endocrine disruptors, 

nanomaterials and the combination 
effects of chemicals in EU legislation; 

 ensuring pesticides do not have harmful 
effects on health; 

 adapting to the impact of climate 
change. 
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informed basis for developing and implementing policies; improving the understanding of 
emerging risks; and strengthening the science-policy interface. 

Achieving the thematic objectives requires adequate investment from public and private sources. 
In addition, environmental externalities need to be adequately addressed, for instance by 
ensuring that the right market signals are sent to the private sector.3 The goals for 2020 include 
achieving policy objectives in a cost-effective way with adequate financial support; increasing 
public and private funding for environment and climate-related expenditure; and taking into 
account the value of natural capital and ecosystem services in policies and investments. 

Environmental integration and policy coherence need to be further increased to support the 
thematic objectives. The 2020 goal is to develop and implement sectoral policies at Union and 
Member State level in a way that supports relevant environment and climate objectives. 

Horizontal objectives 
Many EU cities face similar environmental problems, for instance as regards air quality, noise, traffic 
congestion, greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity loss, water scarcity, floods and storms, 
diminishing green areas, contaminated sites, or inappropriate waste and energy management. At 
the same time, cities often pioneer innovative solutions to environmental challenges. It is estimated 
that by 2020, 80 % of the EU population will live in and around cities. By 2020, the goal is to have a 
majority of EU cities implementing policies for sustainable urban planning, including innovative 
approaches for mobility, buildings, energy efficiency and biodiversity. 

Many of the priority objectives can only be fully achieved as part of a global approach. The 
European Union could use its position as one of the largest markets in the world to promote policies 
that reduce pressures on global resources. It could also intensify its contribution to initiatives 
promoting the transition towards an inclusive green economy at international level. The aim by 
2020 is to fully integrate United Nations sustainable development initiatives in EU policies; to 
support international efforts to address environmental and climate-related challenges; and to 
reduce the impact of EU consumption on the environment beyond its borders. 

Related initiatives 
The thematic objectives relate to a number of initiatives launched before the environment 
action programme was adopted. 

 Thematic objective 1 on natural capital builds on previous Commission 
communications, in particular the 2010 biodiversity strategy aiming to stop the loss of 
biodiversity; the 2012 blueprint to safeguard Europe's water resources aiming to ensure 
the availability of sufficient good quality water; the 2013 strategy on green 
infrastructure and the 2013 EU forest strategy;  

 Thematic objective 2 on a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-carbon 
economy builds on the 2010 Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth, as well as several communications from 2011: the resource efficient Europe 
roadmap, the competitive low-carbon economy roadmap, and the eco-innovation 
action plan. It is linked to initiatives at local level such as the covenant of mayors; 

 Thematic objective 3 on health and well-being builds on the 2005 thematic strategy 
on air pollution and the 2013 strategy on adaptation to climate change. 

The thematic objectives also tie in with a number of key EU legislative acts. Thematic objective 1 
on natural capital relates mostly to air, nature and water policies; thematic objective 2 on a resource-
efficient, green and competitive low-carbon economy relates mainly to climate and waste policies; 
and thematic objective 3 on health and well-being relates mainly to air, chemicals and water 
policies. The links between the three thematic objectives and selected EU legislation are illustrated 
below. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/strategy/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/blueprint/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/ecosystems/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/ecosystems/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/forest/strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52011DC0571
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52011DC0571
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/strategies/2050_en#tab-0-1
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecoap/about-action-plan_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecoap/about-action-plan_en
https://www.covenantofmayors.eu/en/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52005DC0446
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52005DC0446
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52013DC0216
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Figure 3 – The thematic objectives in relation to selected EU legislative acts  

 
Source: EPRS.4 

The thematic objectives are linked to several international agreements. Thematic objective 1 is 
linked in particular to the Convention on Biological Diversity and its protocols, the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), and conventions on 
specific regions.5 Thematic objective 2 relates in particular to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change and the Basel Convention on hazardous waste. Thematic objective 3 
is linked to international agreements on air quality (in particular the Convention on Long-range 
Transboundary Air Pollution and its protocols), on chemicals (in particular the Rotterdam 
Convention on Trade in Hazardous Chemicals, the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic 
Pollutants, and the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer), and on access 
to information, public participation in decision-making and access to justice in environmental 
matters (the Aarhus Convention). 

A number of relevant initiatives have been taken since the adoption of the seventh environment 
action programme. 

 Regarding thematic objective 1 on natural capital, these include: the 2013 Regulation 
on the Common Fisheries Policy, which requires the exploitation of fish stocks to be 
based on the maximum sustainable yield by 2020 at the latest; the 2014 Regulation on 
Invasive Alien Species, which aims to prevent, detect, eradicate and manage animals 
and plants that can be a major threat to biodiversity in Europe; and the 2017 
Commission communication on an action plan for people, nature and the economy, 
which aims to improve the implementation of the Birds and Habitats Directives.  

 Regarding thematic objective 2 on a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-
carbon economy, in 2014 the European Council adopted a 2030 climate and energy 
policy framework that was complemented by the 2015 energy union framework 
strategy and implemented through a number of legal acts adopted in 2018: the 
Directive on the Revision of the EU Emissions Trading System, the Effort Sharing 
Regulation, and the Regulation on Emissions from Land Use, Land Use Change and 

https://www.cbd.int/intro/default.shtml
https://www.cites.org/eng/disc/what.php
https://unfccc.int/process#:d8f74df9-0dbd-4932-bf3c-d8a37f8de70e
https://unfccc.int/process#:d8f74df9-0dbd-4932-bf3c-d8a37f8de70e
http://www.basel.int/TheConvention/Overview/tabid/1271/Default.aspx
https://www.unece.org/env/lrtap/welcome.html
https://www.unece.org/env/lrtap/welcome.html
https://www.unece.org/env/lrtap/status/lrtap_s.html
http://www.pic.int/TheConvention/Overview/tabid/1044/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://www.pic.int/TheConvention/Overview/tabid/1044/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://chm.pops.int/TheConvention/Overview/tabid/3351/Default.aspx
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-2-a&chapter=27&clang=_en
https://www.unece.org/env/pp/introduction.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1538646897294&uri=CELEX:02013R1380-20171120
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1538646897294&uri=CELEX:02013R1380-20171120
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1417443504720&uri=CELEX:32014R1143
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1417443504720&uri=CELEX:32014R1143
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/fitness_check/action_plan/index_en.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/145397.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/145397.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1449766536658&uri=CELEX:52015DC0080
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1449766536658&uri=CELEX:52015DC0080
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32018L0410
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32018R0842
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32018R0842
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32018R0841
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Forestry.6 Regulations adopted in 2014 set CO2 emission standards for cars and vans, to 
be met by 2020. At global level, the 2015 Paris Agreement aims to keep the global 
temperature rise well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels, and to pursue efforts to 
limit the temperature increase even further to 1.5°C. On resource efficiency, the 2015 
circular economy action plan and the 2018 plastics strategy show the way to a transition 
towards a circular economy; in this context, six directives on waste were updated in 
2018 as a first step. In December 2018, several legislative proposals (in particular on CO2 
standards for cars and vans after 2020, on single-use plastics and on water reuse) were 
being considered by the European Parliament and the Council.  

 Regarding thematic objective 3 on health and well-being, the 2016 Directive on the 
Reduction of National Emissions sets targets for five key air pollutants to be met by 2020 
and 2030; the Commission also adopted two communications on air quality,7 and 
identified about 40 new chemicals as 'substances of very high concern' under the 
REACH Regulation. A 2017 Regulation on Mercury implements the global Minamata 
Convention on Mercury aiming to protect human health and environment from the 
adverse effects of this substance. In December 2018, two legislative proposals (revising 
the Drinking Water Directive and introducing transparency requirements for risk 
assessments in the food chain) were being considered by the European Parliament and 
the Council. Besides, the Commission is working on a strategy for a non-toxic 
environment and evaluating the ambient air quality directives.  

 Regarding enabling objective 4 on implementation, the Commission launched in 
2016 the environmental implementation review, a tool aiming at improving 
implementation of EU environmental law. 

At international level, the United Nations sustainable development goals (SDGs) adopted in 2015 
and to be met by 2030, are tied in closely with the seventh environment action programme. 

EU funding in support of the seventh environment action programme 

According to the agreement on the multiannual financial framework (MFF) for 2014 to 2020, at least 20 % 
(approximately €180 billion) of the EU budget must be spent on climate action objectives. Over the 2014 
to 2020 period, the EU budget contribution to climate action and biodiversity protection, calculated on 
the basis of a special tracking methodology, is expected to reach 19.3 % and 8.0 % of commitment 
appropriations, respectively.  

The only EU programme entirely devoted to environmental objectives is the LIFE programme for the 
environment and climate action. Between 1992 and 2013 it financed more than 4 170 projects, with a total 
EU contribution of €3.4 billion. The programme allocation for the 2014 to 2020 multiannual financial 
framework has increased substantially and is the highest ever for LIFE (€3.4 billion, 0.32 % of the total 
multiannual financial framework). The programme has two components: environment and climate action. 
The funding is provided mainly in the form of grants and financial instruments (loans and equity 
investments). These support public authorities, NGOs and private actors, and small and medium-sized 
enterprises in particular. 

The framework programme for research and innovation, Horizon 2020, is devoting at least 60 % of its 
€80 billion budget for the 2014 to 2020 period to projects related to sustainable development, according 
to Commission estimates. 

As a result of policy integration, environmental objectives are reflected in all multiannual financial 
framework headings. Programmes contributing, to a greater or lesser extent, to environmental protection 
include the European structural and investment funds, the European Fund for Strategic Investments, the 
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, the Union Civil Protection Mechanism, as well as 
numerous EU external action and humanitarian aid initiatives. 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32018R0841
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/transport/vehicles/cars_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/transport/vehicles/vans_en#tab-0-1
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52015DC0614
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1516265440535&uri=COM:2018:28:FIN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)625108
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)614689
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)614689
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)625115
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)625171
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2016.344.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2016:344:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2016.344.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2016:344:TOC
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/mercury/regulation_en.htm
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/Convention/Text/tabid/3426/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/Convention/Text/tabid/3426/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)625179
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-environment-public-health-and-food-safety/file-transparency-and-sustainability-of-the-eu-risk-assessment-in-the-food-chain
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/non-toxic/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/initiative/1468/publication/40557/attachment/090166e5b40536f3_en
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eir/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/135344.pdf#page=7
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/tracking_climate_expenditure_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2015)548992
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2015)548992
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/financial_instruments/index.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2017)608727
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/area/environment-climate-action
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI%282015%29565873
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/funding/efsi_en
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/cap-funding/funding-opportunities_en
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-protection/mechanism_en
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Measuring progress 
In its environmental indicator report, the European Environment Agency provides information on 
progress made towards meeting the three thematic objectives set in the seventh environment 
action programme. The assessment can be summed up as follows (see Table 1 below for more 
detail): 

 Regarding thematic objective 1 on natural capital, the European Environment 
Agency notes that biodiversity and ecosystems continue to be degraded and depleted 
as a result of multiple pressures (such as habitat change, climate change, pollution and 
overexploitation of resources). It concludes that the 2020 outlook is 'bleak overall for 
the set of objectives related to this priority objective'.  

 Regarding thematic objective 2 on a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-
carbon economy, the European Environment Agency finds that although the EU is on 
track to meet the 2020 climate and renewable energy targets, the success of efforts to 
increase resource efficiency vary considerably, with an increase in waste generation. It 
concludes that the 2020 outlook shows mixed progress.  

 Regarding thematic objective 3 on health and well-being, the European Environment 
Agency notes that although emissions of air and water pollutants have been 
substantially reduced in past decades, important concerns remain about air quality, 
noise and chronic exposure to complex mixtures of chemicals in products. It concludes 
that the 2020 outlook is mixed.  

Table 1 – Indicators measuring progress towards thematic objectives of the seventh 
environment action programme 

 
Indicator 

past trend 

Outlook for 
meeting 

objective by 
2020 

Thematic objective 1: 'protect, conserve and enhance the Union's natural capital' 

Exposure of terrestrial ecosystems to eutrophication due to air pollution   

Gross nutrient balance in agricultural land: nitrogen    

Land take   

Forest: growing stock, increment and fellings   

Status of marine fish stocks   

Abundance and distribution of common birds and grassland butterflies   

Species of European interest   

Habitats of European interest   

Status of surface waters   

Thematic objective 2: 'turn the Union into a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-carbon economy' 

Resource productivity   

Waste generation in Europe   

Recycling of municipal waste   

Use of freshwater resources   

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2018
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Indicator 

past trend 

Outlook for 
meeting 

objective by 
2020 

Total greenhouse gas emission trends and projections   

Share of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption   

Progress on energy efficiency in Europe   

Energy consumption by households   

Greenhouse gas emissions from transport   

Animal product consumption   

Share of environmental and labour taxes in total tax revenues   

Employment and value added in the environmental goods and services sector   

Environmental protection expenditure in Europe   

Thematic objective 3: 'safeguard the Union's citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to health 
and well-being' 

Exceedance of air quality standards in urban areas   /  

Emissions of the main air pollutants in Europe   /  /  

Bathing water quality   

Number of countries that have adopted a climate change adaptation strategy -  

Population exposure to environmental noise   

Consumption of chemicals, by hazard class   

Total sales of pesticides   
 

Indicator past trend Outlook for meeting objective by 2020 

 improving trend  objective likely to be met by 2020 

 stable or unclear trend  uncertain whether objective will be met by 2020 

deteriorating trend  objective unlikely to be met by 2020 

Source: European Environment Agency. 

The Commission's environmental implementation review identifies the following policy areas as 
most challenging as regards implementing EU legislation: on thematic objective 1, biodiversity and 
water; on thematic objective 2, (municipal) waste management; and on thematic objective 3, air 
quality and noise. 

A 2017 EPRS study on the implementation of the seventh environment action programme found 
that policy coherence appears to be problematic, as many EU sectoral policies are not aligned with 
the objectives of the action programme. It also noted that the implementation of the four 'enabling' 
objectives is lagging behind, thereby potentially undermining the achievement of the three 
thematic objectives. 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-indicator-report-2018
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1493972666323&uri=CELEX:52017DC0063
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2017)610998
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European Parliament 
In a resolution of 17 April 2018 on the implementation of the seventh environment action 
programme, Parliament welcomed the positive past trends for numerous sub-objectives and the 
encouraging outlook for some of the 2020 objectives, but noted that there was still great potential 
for improvement. It called on the Commission and the Member States for increased political will to 
implement the action programme and relevant EU legislation.  

Parliament strongly criticised the Commission's slow action on endocrine disruptors and on a 
strategy for a non-toxic environment, and stressed that the lack of integration of environmental 
concerns into other policy areas was one of the root causes of implementation gaps. It called for 
further reform of the common agricultural policy to align sustainable food production and 
environmental policy targets, and urged the Commission to develop, without delay, a 
comprehensive, overarching framework strategy on the implementation of the United Nations 
sustainable development goals in the EU. 

Parliament called on the Commission to come forward, by 2019 at the latest, with a proposal for a 
new environment action programme for the period after 2020 that would include measurable, 
results-based midway milestones. Parliament also urged the Commission to dedicate a priority area 
of the next legislative term to sustainable development, environment and climate. 

Outlook 
The European Commission is expected to publish its evaluation of the seventh environment action 
programme by mid-2019. Based on this evaluation, the Commission could put forward a proposal 
for an eighth environment action programme, as required under the current action programme.8  

The EPRS study on the implementation of the seventh environment action programme found that 
a majority of stakeholders consulted were fully convinced of the need for strategic policy guidance 
after 2020, in the form of a new environment action programme. Respondents also made more 
detailed suggestions, among which: the next environment action programme should have a 
simplified framework and should be better communicated at national level; all stakeholder groups 
should be more involved in the drafting; and progress towards implementing the new action 
programme should be monitored very closely. 
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ENDNOTES 

1  The first (1973-1976) and the second (1977-1981) environment action programmes set out some of the principles of EU 
environmental policy, including the prevention principle and the polluter pays principle. The third environment action 
programme (1982-1986) introduced an internal market dimension in EU environmental policy. The fourth action 
programme (1987-1992) recognised the need for environmental policy integration in other policy areas. The fifth 
environment action programme (1993-2000), 'Towards sustainability', endorsed the model of sustainable development 
and emphasised the need for new tools, such as market-based instruments. The sixth environment action programme 
(2002-2012), 'Our choice, our future', took aim at persistent environmental problems, such as climate change, 
biodiversity loss and excessive resource consumption. 

2  The procedure is set in Article 192(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union: 'General action 
programmes setting out priority objectives to be attained shall be adopted by the European Parliament and the 
Council, acting in accordance with the ordinary legislative procedure and after consulting the Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions'. 

3  Externalities are indirect costs not borne by a producer (such as societal costs from air pollution emitted by an economic 
activity). One of the ways to address an externality is through government intervention (for instance through taxation 
or subsidies) to adjust prices to reflect societal costs. For more information, see for instance Externalities: prices do not 
capture all costs, International Monetary Fund. 

4  For more information on the selected legislative acts, see: the directives on air quality standards; the Directive on the 
Reduction of National Emissions; the Industrial Emissions Directive; the Environmental Noise Directive; on chemicals 
the REACH Regulation; the Classification, Labelling and Packaging Regulation; the Plant Protection Products 
Regulation; the Biocidal Products Regulation; the Directive on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides; the Ecolabel 
Regulation; on climate the Emissions Trading System Directive; the Effort Sharing Regulation; the Renewable Energy 
Directive; the Energy Efficiency Directive; legislation on ecodesign and energy labelling; legislation on CO2 standards 
for cars and vans; on nature the Birds and Habitats Directives; on waste framework waste legislation; the Landfill 
Directive; legislation on specific waste streams; on water the Water Framework Directive; the Nitrates Directive; the 
Marine Strategy Framework Directive; the Urban Wastewater Directive; the Floods Directive; the Drinking Water 
Directive; and the Bathing Water Directive. 

5  The Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern Convention, 1979), the 
Convention for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea against Pollution (Barcelona Convention, 1976), the Alpine 
Convention (Salzburg Convention, 1991), the Convention on the Protection of the Black Sea against Pollution 
(Bucharest Convention, 1992), the Convention on the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea Area 
(Helsinki Convention, 1992), the Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic 
(OSPAR Convention, 1992), and the Carpathian Convention (2003). 

6  In December 2018, two further recently adopted legal acts were due to be published in the Official Journal: an updated 
Energy Efficiency Directive and a reviewed Renewable Energy Directive.  

7  The 2013 communication A clean air programme for Europe and the 2018 communication A Europe that protects: clean 
air for all. 

8  Article 4(3) of the seventh environment action programme: 'In the light of that evaluation and other relevant policy 
developments, the Commission shall, if appropriate, present a proposal for an 8th EAP in a timely manner, with a view 
to avoiding a gap between the 7th EAP and the 8th EAP'. 
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