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 Background 
 
This note seeks to provide an initial analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the European 
Commission's Impact Assessment accompanying the proposal for a Decision of the European 
Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020. 
 
The development of EU environment policy has been guided by Environment Action 
Programmes since the beginning of the 1970s. The 6th Environment Action Programme (EAP) 
expired in July 2012 and the Commission, responding to the request of stakeholders, has 
undertaken to deliver a new EAP. The EU, in its Europe 2020 Strategy, put into place an 
overarching vision and, framework for all EU policies to create 'smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth'. 
 
The Commission states the broad purpose as being the adoption of a 'general action programme 
which sets out the key principles, approaches and objectives to be achieved in a given 
timeframe' that 'would serve as an overarching, strategic agenda for environmental policy 
making, helping to maintain focus on agreed priorities and establish a common understanding 
of the future direction to be taken in EU environmental policy' (IA, p.23). 
 
 Identification of the issue at stake/problem drivers 
 
Surveys and studies at global level converge: as population grows and living standards rise, 
consumption increases, bringing in its wake land conversion and deforestation, driving up the 
costs of and the competition for essential raw materials, minerals and energy, and producing 
more pollution.  The erosion of 'natural capital' may carry risks of irreversible changes and 
major adverse health impacts. Europe has not escaped these general problems, and its natural 
capital, biodiversity and ecosystems continue to be degraded and depleted. The EU failed to 
reach its target of stopping biodiversity loss by 2010. 
 
In the EU, four key underlying problems (broadly agreed by stakeholders) are preventing the 
environmental specific objectives pointed out in the next section from being addressed 
effectively: 
 the inadequate implementation of the environmental policy acquis; 
 inadequate incentives for investment in environment and climate action; 
 problems of policy coherence and inadequate integration; 
 gaps in the knowledge base for policy-making and challenges associated with new and 

emerging issues. 
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 Objectives of the legislative proposal 
 
The overarching objective of the 7th EU EAP would be to provide the strategic framework for 
environmental policy to 2020, which, guided by a 2050 vision, identifies priority objectives to be 
reached, and aims to secure the commitment of Member States and stakeholders to the efforts 
needed to attain them.  
 
The EAP shall be guided by the general objectives of the EU environmental policy, as provided 
for in the EU Treaty (Article 191 TFEU):  
 
 to preserve, protecting and improving the quality of the environment; 
 to protect human health; 
 to promote the prudent and rational utilisation of natural resources; 
 to promote measures at international level to deal with regional or worldwide 

environmental problems, and in particular combating climate change. 
 
The priority areas for action indentified in the 6th EAP are brought together in three thematic/ 
specific policy objectives which reflect recent policy developments and contribute to the 
achievement of the EU's overarching objective of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth: 
 
1. to protect, conserve and enhance the EU's natural capital; 
2. to turn the EU into a resource efficient and more competitive low-carbon economy; 
3. to safeguard EU citizens from environment-related pressure and risks to health and 

well-being. 
 
 Range of the options considered 
 
These specific policy options are examined in a two-step approach: the first step deals with the 
policy content and the second considers which kind of policy framework would be most 
effective in enabling the specific objectives to be met.  
 
Step 1: What needs to be done to meet specific objectives 1, 2 and 3 above? 
 
Option 1 - 'Business as Usual' (baseline scenario). This option involves continuing with  existing 
legislation as currently  implemented (with the current level of effort, even if this is insufficient 
for full implementation). 
 
Option 2 - Smarter implementation. Additional efforts would be made to tackle three of the 
underlying problems hindering the chances of reaching the aims and objectives set out in 
existing policy and legislation. This involves efforts to improve (a) implementation, but also to 
make implementation smarter by addressing (b) coherence issues and (c) investment shortfalls. 
 
Option 3 - Smarter implementation and responding to new knowledge. This involves the efforts 
in Option 2, plus additional efforts necessary to tackle a fourth underlying problem of (d) new 
knowledge and emerging risks. 
 
These options, rather than being real alternatives to meet specific goals, represent different 
levels of effort for reaching the same objectives.  
 
Step 2: Which kind of policy framework, if any, would be most effective in enabling the specific objectives 
to be met? 
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Option A - Discontinuation of the EAP policy approach. This implies that no new EAP would 
be proposed. It would be based on the consideration that the recently adopted strategies and 
roadmaps provide a sufficient policy framework for the medium-term and that objectives and 
priority actions have already been identified for most areas of environment policy up to 2020. 
 
Option B - 'Business as Usual' (baseline scenario). This implies that the new EAP would be 
structured in the same way as the 6th EAP. It would identify thematic priorities and include a 
detailed list of actions to be carried out in the period up to 2020. As with the 6th EAP, it would 
be proposed in the form of a Decision to be adopted through the ordinary legislative procedure. 
 
Option C - An EAP limited to a set of priority objectives. This implies that the Commission 
would propose a 7th EAP in the form of a Decision to be adopted through the ordinary 
legislative procedure, which would set out a common narrative for future EU environment 
policy and a limited number of priority objectives to be attained by the EU, and identify key 
actions needed to attain those objectives. 
 
The two different sets of options, the first referring to policy content and the second to delivery, 
are independent: the choice of Action Programme in the second stage does not affect choices on 
content in the first stage (IA, p. 26, p43).  
 
The Commission's preferred option for the policy content is Option 3 as it would more fully 
deal with the identified environmental problems. As for the delivery mechanism, the 
Commission considers that Option C provides the best framework to reach the objectives and 
actions needed to deliver them, while responding most adequately to preferences expressed by 
the majority of stakeholders. 
 
 Subsidiarity  
 
EU action is justified on the grounds of Article 192(3) TFEU, which provides for the adoption of 
general action programmes as well as for essential principles in EU environmental policy such 
as precaution, prevention, rectification of damage at source and polluter pays, which need to be 
more consistently applied than until now. 
 
 Scope of the Impact Assessment 
 
The IA assesses all options for their capacity to reach each of the three objectives. These 
assessments are of an extremely broad nature and remain, for the individual policy objectives, 
general and mostly qualitative. Admittedly, this reflects in part the nature of an EU general 
action programme. The analysis of option 3 could have been much more focussed on smarter 
implementation and responding to the new knowledge than it is currently, at least the part of 
the analysis dealing with the natural capital and with low-carbon growth in the Single Market. 
A table presents the overall assessment of the different options (both steps 1 and 2) against the 
criteria of effectiveness, efficiency and coherence (Table 7, IA p. 52). 
 
'The strategic nature of the programme means that the scores will partially depend on the 
specific policy tools that will eventually be chosen to deliver the identified priority objectives 
(for example, market-based instruments, new legislation, more stringent legislation, etc.), and 
this will only be determined following specific Impact Assessment exercises. This will affect the 
cost-effectiveness and the specific social and economic impacts, but also the role of national, 
regional and local authorities in implementing policies and legislation agreed at EU level (for 
example the introduction of additional reporting/permitting requirements, more stringent 
standards or complex governance modalities)' (IA, p 52). 
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 Quality of data, research and analysis 
 
The IA provides an essentially qualitative analysis of the expected impacts of the different 
options. Annex 8 lists the main studies, both undertaken by international organisations and by 
private consultancies,  that were used for this IA. Annex 7 brings an overview of the evaluation 
of the 6th EAP, in terms of nature and biodiversity, environment and health, natural resources 
and waste, climate change, international issues and strategic approaches. In all of these areas, it 
underlines the contributions and achievements of, as well as the shortfalls and lessons learned 
from, the 6th EAP to prepare the 7th EAP. 
 
 SME test / Competitiveness 
 
The IA does not include such a test. 
 
 Budgetary and finance implications 
 
As this is an overarching, strategic agenda for environmental policy making, no budgetary 
implications are addressed. 
 
 Stakeholder consultation 
 
A 12-week long public consultation was organized by the Commission. A stakeholder 
consultation meeting was organized on the final assessment of the 6th EAP and the next steps. 
According to the Commission, this IA draws on the final evaluation of the 6th EAP, an 
independent assessment of the programme, the results of the public consultation, and various 
recent reports and studies. Both the Council and the European Parliament1 asked the 
Commission to present a successor to the 6th EAP. 
 
 Commission Impact Assessment Board 
 
The Commission's Impact Assessment Board delivered its opinion on the draft IA on 18 July 
2012.  As requested by the IAB, the document seems to better explain the purpose of the 
initiative and describe the added value of the 7th EAP concerning existing strategies in 
addressing the major environmental problems the EU faces at the moment, as well as to 
strengthen the policy baseline, by concretely describing the evolution of the current situation 
with no new EAP. In addition, it defines specific objectives that better correspond to the 
identified problem drivers and clarifies the monitoring and evaluation arrangements. 
Moreover, the IA specifies for which measures follow-up impact assessments are envisaged and 
it compares the options against a set of criteria that measure effectiveness, efficiency and 
coherence.  Ideally, the IA should also have provided more details on expected economic and 
social impacts of different options and where possible, trying to measure costs against benefits. 
While comparing the options, the IA could have clearly identified any trade-offs between 
economic, environmental and social impacts where possible. 
 
 Coherence between the Commission's legislative proposal and IA  
 
The legislative proposal and IA submitted by the Commission appear to correspond. The 
former does not contain substantive elements that have not been addressed in the latter.  

                                                 
1 EP Resolution on the review of the 6th Environment Action Programme and the setting of priorities for 
the 7th Environment Action Programme – A better environment for a better life (2011/2194(INI)) 
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