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LIFE and beyond:
Sustainability via the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2014-2020

The discussions on LIFE should take place in the context of a broader reflection on how to 
ensure that the EU reaches the sustainability targets of the EU 2020 strategy. This working 
paper therefore develops the specific reflection on LIFE towards a more global consideration
of the sustainability elements in the next MFF. 

Certainly, a solid legislative framework in the environmental and climate field is an essential 
pre-condition for a sustainable development pathway. However, the choice of investments 
within the overall budgetary framework can significantly increase the potential for change.
The inherently “green” part of the budget in the form of the proposed LIFE instrument 
corresponds to only 0.3% of the EU budget. If the transformation to a low carbon and 
resource efficient economy is to be a serious aim, these funds are obviously insufficient. LIFE
will only be able to fill the gaps not covered via sustainability mainstreaming into all EU 
funds. 
The Commission estimates the funding needed to reach the EU's environmental and climate 
objectives to be around 316 bn € per year, looking only at selected areas.1 Now, with 
negotiations on the overall MFF and on 58 sectoral legislative proposals just ongoing, is the 
moment to examine closely to what extent the major spending categories of the MFF live up 
to the financial needs of sustainable development. 

These reflections are also driven by the quest for a cost-efficient and consistent EU budget: 
Mainstreaming allows achieving several political objectives simultaneously; the enormous 
potential for employment and technological progress that a resource-efficient economy offers 
has been shown extensively. Not tapping this potential would be – especially given the small 
EU budget – highly irresponsible.

Sustainability in the Commission's MFF proposals

In its Communication “A Budget for Europe 2020” and accompanying documents, the 
Commission proposes to secure environment and climate investments through a combination 
of mainstreaming and a dedicated instrument (LIFE). It further identifies conditionality in the 
use of other funds and cross-compliance in agricultural policy as key elements to trigger these 
investments. It suggests earmarking 20% of MFF funds for climate policy activities. More 
concretely, the following main sustainability elements can be found in the proposals:

Horizontal Provisions
 Smart, sustainable and inclusive growth: Clear orientation for the budgetary transition 

towards a low-carbon and resource-efficient economy is a priority.
 Tracking of Biodiversity and Climate expenditure:2 The Commission suggests marking

all expenditure as climate related only (100%), significantly climate related (40%); or not 
climate related (0%). Similar procedures shall be established for environment– and 
biodiversity-related expenditure. 

                                               
1 A Budget for Europe 2020, SEC(2011)868 final, chapter 11.
2 COM(2011)500; CPR COM(2011)615: Rec. 12 & Art. 8. 
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 Common Strategic Framework (CSF) and Common Provisions Regulation (CPR):3 The 
CSF translates the Europe 2020 targets into 11 thematic objectives for the EU's 
investments on the ground, three of which are clearly related to climate/environment. The 
CSF aims to establish coordination among the five funds it covers4 and with other EU 
funds and policies. It mentions LIFE as policy domain in which complementarities 
between different Union instruments at national and regional level shall be exploited,
specifically referring to the concept of LIFE Integrated Projects (IP).
Based on the CSF, the CPR provides more technical rules on implementation and
introduces the new concept of ex-ante conditionalities, with several conditions relevant for 
both climate and environment (CPR Annex IV). The fulfilment of these conditions would 
be assessed in the Partnership Contract between Member State and Commission and, in 
case of enduring non-fulfilment, could lead to suspension of funds.

 Target setting/monitoring: Most of the MFF legislative proposals contain clear 
measurable targets, partly environment-/climate-related, and provide for a framework to 
check performance. 

Fund-Specific Provisions

 European Regional Development Fund:5 An earmarking of resources towards energy 
efficiency and renewables, innovation and support for SMEs is suggested – at least 80% 
for more developed regions and at least 50% for less developed regions. 5% of resources 
shall be allocated to sustainable urban development.

 Cohesion Fund:6 A focus on improving the environment, sustainable development and 
trans-European transport networks (TEN-T) is proposed. Protection and restoration of 
biodiversity, improvement of the urban environment and reduction of air pollution shall 
also be addressed.

 Connecting Europe Facility (CEF):7 A large share of the suggested 50 bn € of the CEF
budget is foreseen for transport networks, governed by the TEN-T guidelines, with 
priority for the railway sector. The achievement of the EU 20-20-20 climate targets is one 
of the CEF’s general objectives. The trans-European energy networks (TEN-E) aim at 
accelerating the refurbishment of existing and deployment of new energy infrastructure in 
order to achieve the EU's energy and climate goals.

 European Social Fund: Not directly contributing to environment or climate objectives, 
the ESF could partially support the shift towards a low-carbon and resource-efficient 
economy via corresponding education and training activities.

 CAP Direct Payment Scheme:8 The Commission proposes a so-called "greening of the 
first pillar" where 30% of direct payments would be prioritised for "greening measures" 
such as permanent grassland, crop diversification and Ecological Focus Areas. It is 
suggested to strengthen some cross compliance provisions.

                                               
3 CPR COM(2011)615: Art. 9, Art. 17, Annex IV, Art. 47, 54; CSF: SWD(2012) 61 I/II. 
4 European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), European Social Fund (ESF), Cohesion Fund (CF), European 
Agriculture Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF).
5 COM(2011)614: Art. 4, 5, 7.
6 COM(2011)612: Art. 2, 3.
7 COM(2011)665; TEN-T: COM(2011)650/2; TEN-E: COM(2011)658.
8 COM(2011)625: Art. 29-33; COM(2011)628: Title VI, Annex II.
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 European Agriculture Fund for Rural Development:9 Management of natural resources, 
climate action and the inclusive development of rural areas are among the main objectives 
of the EAFRD. The Commission proposes that Member States continue spending at least 
25% of their Rural Development envelope on land management and climate mitigation/
adaptation measures and will integrate their approach to address the specific needs of 
Natura 2000 areas.

 European Maritime and Fisheries Fund:10 The reduction of the impact of fisheries on 
the marine environment is amongst the EMFF priorities, as well as the protection and 
restoration of marine biodiversity and ecosystems, and the promotion of sustainable 
aquaculture. It is the only fund which specifically encourages coordination with LIFE
Integrated Projects.

 Horizon 2020:11 The research and innovation framework programme will address 
specifically resource efficiency, climate action and raw materials with a dedicated 
envelope of 3.1 bn € (2011 prices). It shall also support resource efficiency and climate
throughout all relevant strands of action.

Sustainability in Parliament's positioning towards the MFF proposals

The Parliament has expressed its views on the sustainability of EU funding in several 
documents. The MFF resolution stresses that EU funding should, wherever possible, 
contribute to more than one EU policy objective at a time. Climate action should be 
mainstreamed in all relevant sections of expenditure. With regards to the tracking of 
environment and climate expenditure, the EP supports the obligation to identify where 
sectoral programmes have contributed to meeting the 20-20-20 climate objectives and the 
‘Resource Efficient Europe’ flagship initiative goals. More specifically, the EP requests a firm 
anchoring of climate and environmental targets in research policy, in energy and transport 
infrastructure, in the Common Agricultural and Cohesion Policy.12

In its resolution on a Roadmap for moving to a competitive low carbon economy in 2050, the 
EP calls for greater consistency among Community policies in order to achieve the 
Roadmap's objectives and ensure that its priorities are fully integrated in the 2014-2020 MFF. 
It endorses the intention to mainstream climate-related funding and to earmark 20 % of the 
ERDF for renewable energy and energy-efficiency investments.

Points of consideration
1. Given the EP and the Commission's intention to use LIFE only as complementary 
instrument to environment and climate mainstreaming in the EU's major funds - do the 
current proposals live up to this objective? 

2. The funding need for Natura 2000 has been estimated at 5.8 bn € per year at least. Whereas
it is difficult to determine the exact allocation of EU funds for Natura 2000, biodiversity 
funding under cohesion policy has been below the average of other spending categories and
all funds together are estimated to have covered only 20% of Natura 2000 financing needs. 
                                               
9 COM(2011)627: Rec. 28, 31, Art. 9, 22-26, 29-32, 35, 39, 74-76.
10 COM(2011)804: Art. 6, 10, 36, 37, 38, 52-54 and 81(d).
11 COM(2011)809 / COM(2011)811: Annexes; COM(2011)808: Section 3.
12 See MFF resolution and ENVI opinion for MFF resolution from 27.1.2011.
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How can sufficient funding for the EU's biodiversity policy be reliably provided?

3. The difficulties of tracking environment and climate expenditure have been repeatedly 
criticised. Will the proposed changes in the coding system be sufficient to prove to the public 
where precisely the EU invests in common public environmental goods?

4. The ex-ante conditionalities in the CSF funds as well as the cross-compliance provisions 
in the first CAP pillar link compliance with EU legislation to the disbursement of funds. Are 
all relevant environmental legislative requirements covered?

5. The ex-ante conditionalities foresee the obligatory establishment of a statistical system and 
result indicators. Which options does the new MFF offer to fulfil the objectives of the EP's 
adopted legislation on environmental economic accounts and the resolution on an indicator 
“beyond GDP”?


