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Programme for the Environment and Climate Action (LIFE)

In preparation of each multi-annual financial framework the EU stands at the crossroads in 
terms of where to direct its funds and how to allocate resources in support of its policies. 
While the EU budget only represents around 2% of all public expenditure in the 27 Member 
States, the leverage and model effect of EU expenses should not be underestimated. This 
working paper contains reflections on the LIFE programme specifically, accompanied by 
several points of consideration that I would like to share with you.

On 12 December 2011, the European Commission proposed a regulation on the establishment 
of a Programme for the Environment and Climate Action (LIFE) which would succeed LIFE+ 
running from 2007 to 2013. The main elements are:

 Higher funding: 3200 Mio. € compared to 2181 Mio. € for LIFE+ (both 2011 prices1).
 Two sub-programmes: one for Environment and a new one for Climate Action.
 Addition of “Integrated Projects” (IPs): the main objective is to improve the 

implementation of environmental and climate policy and to support their integration into 
other policies, operating on a larger scale than Traditional Projects (TPs). Ideally, other 
EU and private funds would be mobilised through IPs in addition to LIFE funding.

 Strengthened strategic focus: the aim is to steer demand more strongly by setting (non-
exhaustive) priorities in multi-annual programmes, specifying the thematic priorities.

 Focus on biodiversity: 50% of resources of the sub-programme for Environment will 
continue to be earmarked for nature/biodiversity.

 Modified financing rates:  Simplification mechanisms such as an increased use of lump-
sums or electronic applications are suggested. The VAT expenses or permanent staff costs 
would no longer be considered eligible for funding since they have proved burdensome 
for monitoring and reporting. This would be compensated by raising co-funding rates 
from currently 50% to 70% (TPs) or 80% (IPs).

 Merit-based project selection: The proposal suggests abolishing the indicative annual 
national allocations ("national envelopes") and return to a selection based on quality.

 Increased participation of third countries: Apart from cooperation with EEA members, 
candidate and Western Balkan countries, activities outside the Union would be allowed in 
exceptional cases.

 Management: Some management tasks shall be delegated to an existing Executive 
Agency.

I strongly support the Commission’s approach in its proposal for the LIFE programme 2014-
2020. In its MFF Resolution the EP has called for a separate financing instrument for the 
environment to be maintained in addition to the approach of mainstreaming environment and 
climate change into all EU sectoral policies.2 The present proposal mirrors this request. I am 
intending to suggest modifications and/or additions regarding the following items:

                                               
1 For constant prices (2011) the influence of price changes from the base year to the current year has been 
removed. Current prices refers to the value based on prices during each reference year (LIFE proposal: 3,6 bn €). 
2 See Resolution on MFF from 8 June 2011.
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Budget: Evaluations of the LIFE programme have always been extremely positive and 
highlighted its added value.3 As the current TPs have been proven very successful their 
funding should be increased. The earmarking of 78% of LIFE funds for project action grants 
shall be maintained.
The Commission’s proposal for a budget increase comes alongside new objectives: (1) 
dealing to a larger extent with climate change mitigation and adaptation and (2) supporting 
implementation via integrated projects. I fully agree with this broadening of the scope of the 
instrument. Integrated implementation and enforcement of EU policies have been highlighted
as key challenges in the MFF-Resolution and in the EU 2020 Strategy. The funds foreseen 
and judged necessary by the Commission for these two elements should thus be added to the 
current budget.

The financing need for Natura 2000 has been identified to be at least 5,8 bn € per year.4
Whereas other EU funds, national and private sources are providing - and will have to provide 
- a significant share of funding for the Natura 2000 network, there are still large gaps. LIFE 
should therefore be endowed so as to contribute at least 10% of the annual funding.

Geographical balance and project selection: Given the EU funds' main objective to produce 
a European added value, I agree with the Commission's suggestion to replace national 
envelopes by a merit-based selection system for TPs. Experience in recent years has shown 
that even national allocations did not ensure a balanced uptake of LIFE projects (see figure 1
below).

I will therefore suggest improved training programmes for competent authorities and 
stakeholders who intend to apply for LIFE funding. Given LIFE's importance for biodiversity 
conservation, those countries/regions with a comparatively high percentage of sites of 
Community importance shall receive special technical assistance to be able to take up related 
funding opportunities. Furthermore, the uptake and accessibility for regions with economic 
difficulties and low capacities for matching funds should be increased - I therefore intend to 
suggest that those regions be eligible for a higher co-funding rate, e.g. according to cohesion 
policy criteria.

I agree that a geographical balance should be ensured for IPs given their model character and 
the fact that implementation challenges exist in every Member State. In my view, a minimum 
number of IPs per Member State should be laid down in the regulation.

Reimbursement rules and simplification: Around 5 % of LIFE funds currently flow into the 
reimbursement of VAT, around 22.5 % flow into the reimbursement of permanent staff costs, 
differing significantly between projects. The European budget is a powerful but small 
instrument - and I am extremely sceptical about its use for expenses that do not directly 
contribute to concrete action leading to European added value. 

                                               
3 See e.g. Mid-Term Evaluation of the Implementation of the LIFE+ Regulation, April 2010; Impact Assessment 
for LIFE-proposal 2014-2020: SEC(2011)1542; Ex-post evaluation of the LIFE Programme 1996-2006, July 
2009; LIFE focus publications available on the LIFE homepage.
4 Financing Natura 2000. Investing in Natura 2000: Delivering benefits for nature and people. Commission Staff 
Working Paper SEC(2011)1573 final.
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In my view, it does not lie in the EU's remit to reimburse taxes which flow into national 
budgets. Member States themselves should be strongly encouraged to reimburse national 
VAT for non-profit-organisations involved in LIFE projects.5 That said, the burden on NGOs 
carrying out a LIFE project and not being able to recover VAT costs either under LIFE or
national VAT rules cannot be compensated by an increased co-funding rate. I will therefore 
suggest applying the same VAT rules for LIFE as suggested in the general regulation 
provision for the EU funds under the Common Strategic Framework (CSF). Public entities 
thus should not be able to claim VAT reimbursement. 

I am highly supportive of the environment-related activities of NGOs, academic institutions 
and public services. However, I consider it questionable to fund parts of their permanent staff 
via the small LIFE budget. The Commission’s explanatory memorandum mentions that the 
eligibility of personnel costs related to permanent staff not specifically recruited for the 
project might be limited or excluded, without further defining “permanent staff”. As for VAT 
eligibility, if not otherwise specified in the LIFE regulation, the provisions of the (revised) 
financial regulation would apply for staff costs.
I consider the Commission's approach justified for those tasks that can be generally expected 
from a public administrator regarding the management of public goods such as environment 
and nature. For public entities, only costs for staff specifically recruited for the LIFE project 
should therefore be eligible. For other beneficiaries, permanent and temporary staff costs 
should stay eligible. The complicated and error-prone procedure of filling time sheets for staff 
working time on the project shall be simplified. Moreover, I am clearly in favour of other 
suggested simplification elements. 

Integrated Projects: Mainstreaming of environment and climate aspects into all EU funding 
is one of the major objectives identified by the EP's MFF Resolution. IPs under LIFE are a 
concrete tool for this and will therefore receive my strong support. IPs shall not replace the 
implementation responsibility of Member States but be of model character, establishing 
constructive and enduring cooperation between different sectors of administrations. They will 
be beneficial for other funds by increasing the absorption capacity for environment-related 
expenditure and channelling it to major implementation challenges.
However, IPs can only succeed if the idea is well grounded in other EU funds to ensure their 
financial contribution and the intended leverage effect. Currently, coordination with LIFE is 
only mentioned in the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and in the CSF.6 A strong 
position from the ENVI Committee towards the committees responsible for the major funds 
will be crucial in advocating the consistent inclusion of "coordination with LIFE IPs" in each 
fund. 
Another pre-condition for "making the IP concept fly" will depend on its concrete role within 
the LIFE instrument and its concretization in the regulation. They should not replace or 
compete with TPs; thus my suggestion to maintain the current budget level for TPs and to 
consider IPs as an essential but additional feature of LIFE.

                                               
5 See also EP Resolution of 13 October 2011 on the future of VAT (2011/2082 (INI)), point 19.
6 The Common Strategic Framework translates the objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy into priorities for the 
ERDF, ESF, CF, EAFRD and EMFF. 



DT\899185EN.doc 5/6 PE487.756v01-00

EN

Points of consideration

1. In its vote on 21 March, the ENVI committee confirmed the targets of the biodiversity 
strategy and emphasised the devastating economic costs to society to which the loss of 
biodiversity leads. How should these ambitions be reflected in the LIFE budget? 

2. How can a geographically balanced benefit of LIFE projects be achieved? 

3. What should be LIFE's role in funding permanent staff? 

4. Which mechanisms are needed to ensure the feasibility of IPs and their leverage effect? 
How to provide constructive and strong incentives within other funds so that expenses can 
really be mutually reinforcing?

Figure 1: LIFE+ 2007-2010: Use of national allocation per country
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Source: LIFE regulation, geographical balance, Commission Fiche no 1 of 26 March 2012.
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