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Undermining LIFE: Avoiding non-sustainable elements of the MFF

The move to a sustainable, decarbonised, biodiversity-rich, resource-efficient and inclusive 
economy requires not only the targeting of all funds towards respective aims, but also requires
safeguards to ensure that no funds are used counter-productively and undermine the 
overarching objective. 

Without questioning the need for large infrastructure projects co-funded by the EU, several 
examples demonstrate that environmental considerations were not put on an equal footing in 
the analysis of a project's or programme's benefits. Such "incoherent" financial support ranges 
from expenditure for road building through biodiversity-rich areas and for transport measures 
with high CO2 impact, to funds that lock our societies into unsustainable infrastructure (such 
as landfills) or for increased fishing capacity in areas with over-exploited fish stocks.1 In the 
current financial period, around 51% of infrastructure expenditure was dedicated to the 
construction of airports or roads, compared to 29% for railway and 1% for intelligent 
transport networks.2

The European Parliament, the Commission and the Council have on several occasions 
committed to the phasing out of environmentally harmful subsidies.3 The definition of this 
concept is challenging and must have regard to the regional development context. There is no 
doubt, however, that incompatible investments reduce the potential added value of EU 
funding and should be reduced rigorously. 

Different environmental, biodiversity or climate "proofing" mechanisms are currently applied 
or foreseen in the Commission's MFF-proposals:

 Environment and climate proofing: In its Staff Working Paper accompanying the MFF-
proposal, the Commission refers to Strategic Environmental Assessments - SEA (for 
programmes) and Environmental Impact Assessments - EIA (for projects) as the main tool 
of environmental and climate proofing.

 Ex-ante conditionality on SEA/EIA framework: One of the general ex-ante 
conditionalities for the Common Strategic Framework (CSF) funds requires the existence 
of a mechanism which ensures the effective implementation and application of EU 
environmental legislation related to EIA and SEA (CPR Annex IV).

 Cohesion Policy: The Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) makes provision for
partnership contracts to include an assessment of the fulfilment of ex-ante conditionalities 

                                               
1 In its staff working paper accompanying the MFF-proposal, the Commission refers to the funding of new 
airports under cohesion funds and to support for excessive irrigation and land fragmentation under Rural 
Development Plans as examples of activities which may have had negative environmental and climate impacts or 
consolidated unsustainable practices. The contribution of fisheries subsidies to artificially maintaining excess 
fishing capacity has been recognised in the Commission Green Paper "Reform of the CFP" COM(2009)163, as 
well as in the European Court of Auditors Special Report No 12/2011. In addition to the EP study on EU 
Subsidies for polluting and unsustainable practices, DG IPOL, Feb 2011, many further studies address this topic.
2 EU Subsidies for polluting and unsustainable practices, DG IPOL, February 2011, page 42.
3 INI/2009/2152 on White Paper "Adapting to climate change"; Environmental Council Conclusions from 
October 2009 and December 2010; Europe 2020 Strategy COM(2010)2020; Mid-term review of the Sixth 
Community Environment Action Programme COM(2007)225; EC (2006): Renewed EU Sustainable 
Development Strategy, Internationally: Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 (Nagoya), G20 Declaration in 
Pittsburgh 2009.
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and evaluations as mentioned above and an SEA where appropriate (Art. 14). Major 
projects have to undergo an EIA and a climate change mitigation and adaptation 
assessment (Art. 91).

 Connecting Europe Facility (CEF), TEN-T, TEN-E: In its MFF proposal, the 
Commission suggests sustainable development criteria for physical and IT infrastructure 
under the Connecting Europe Facility. In the proposals themselves, relevant procedures to 
reduce the environmental impact are mentioned in relation to TEN-T (Art. 42) and TEN-E
(Art. 8). As for the construction of roads financed by the CEF, this is only to be supported 
in cohesion fund countries (under 10 bn € ringfenced from Cohesion Fund) and only for 
cross-border road sections. Under the Cohesion Policy, co-funding for roads continues to 
be possible (CEF Art. 11 (3)). The TEN-E guidelines provide as criteria for the selection 
of projects of common interest the display of environmental viability as well as 
sustainability for example through the transmission of renewable generation (Art. 4).

 EAFRD: The proposal for a European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development includes 
several new provisions to avoid environmental damage such as conditions on water use 
reduction when funding irrigation systems.4 The specific ex-ante conditionalities in Annex 
IV of the EAFRD also intend to ensure that a regulatory system is in place to avoid 
negative impacts on the environment.

 Fisheries subsidies: The proposed European Maritime and Fisheries Fund excludes 
funding for certain activities potentially contributing to overcapacity, such as support for 
the construction of new ports, new auction halls or for engine replacement (Art. 39, 41). 
Art. 13 provides that operations increasing the fishing capacity of a vessel are not eligible 
under the EMFF. This does not reflect the negative impacts of maintaining fisheries 
capacities at the current level. Several potentially capacity enhancing or environmentally
harmful investments would still be supported (processing, marketing measures, port 
improvements and modernisation, aquaculture). The general and environment-related 
specific ex-ante conditionalities (EMFF Annex III), including on administrative capacity 
to comply with data collection requirements set out in the proposed CFP regulation, will 
also help to avoid negative impacts on the sustainability of EU fisheries.

 Natura 2000: In its Communication on "Financing Natura 2000", the Commission 
commits itself to continue working with the Member States to ensure that EU funds are 
not used to damage Natura 2000 areas. This includes correct application of the procedural 
safeguards for plans and projects that are likely to significantly affect Natura 2000, in 
accordance with Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive, including in relation to 
large infrastructure projects. This ‘biodiversity proofing’ is considered as an essential tool 
for integration.

In its MFF resolution, the European Parliament supports the idea that the ensemble of all EU 
funding should lead to an improvement in the general state of the European environment and 
proposes therefore that positive and negative climate and environment effects of EU funds 
should be analysed on aggregated levels.

In its resolution on a Roadmap for moving to a competitive low carbon economy in 2050 the 
Parliament calls for consistency with the Roadmap priorities for the envisaged new transport 

                                               
4 See Rural Development Regulation Art. 46(1); Increase of irrigated area: Art. 46(3); Thresholds for
investments: Art. 18(2).
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infrastructure investments, recalling that the 1.5 trillion € over the next two decades between 
2010-2030 requested by the Commission risks not being channelled into adequate low-carbon 
priorities. The Parliament therefore stresses the need to ‘green’ the EU's infrastructure budget, 
especially in relation to the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund. Moreover, the EP among 
others calls for coordinated action aimed at identifying and phasing out all environmentally 
harmful subsidies by 2020.

The main spending categories of the EU budget, under cohesion and agricultural policy, have 
been subject to numerous comprehensive analyses over the last decades. For the first time, the 
Parliament is an equal partner in the legislative decision-making process for all major EU 
funds. The next months will show whether current negotiations will be able to ensure that the 
numerous "lessons learned" from the last funding periods on misallocated and incoherently 
spent resources will really be reflected in the reformed funds under the next MFF.

Points of consideration

1. The Common Provision Regulation includes the obligation to effectively implement and 
apply the EIA and SEA legislation as general ex-ante conditionality. Will this be sufficient 
to avoid environmentally harmful spending as far as possible? How could it be ensured that 
strengthened EIA/SEA is already applied during the preparatory phases (before 2014) for 
partnership contracts and operational programmes? Which further measures should be taken 
to avoid funding for infrastructure which is not adapted to EU environmental legislation and 
sustainability targets anymore?

2. At present, EIA and SEA are not able effectively to prevent spending with negative 
consequences on climate and environment. In its draft resolution on the 7th Environmental 
Action Programme, the ENVI committee asks for a review of the EIA directive - this review 
is envisaged by the Commission for 2012. Which systemic changes cannot be made within the 
directives but should be inserted into the funding rules of currently discussed MFF funds?

3. The European Parliament requested in its MFF Resolution examination of environmental 
and climate spending on an aggregated level. The so-called "Rio-marker" methodology is 
proposed to track "positive" spending for climate, environment and biodiversity but does 
not take "negative" spending into account. How could this be improved? 

4. It has been observed that the current imperative of short-term growth, in particular in those 
countries most hit by the debt and economic crises, had significant consequences on the 
permitting procedures for large infrastructure projects and on sustainability considerations in 
general. How can the next MFF contribute to prevent definitively those unsustainable and 
short-sighted investment decisions taken with the support of EU funds?


