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The interparliamentary Committee meeting on "Equal and effective application of EU 
environmental law- why is it not happening?" will be divided into two sessions. The first session 
will be devoted to a discussion on water and waste legislation. In the second session, discussions 
will focus on the nature protection legislation. 

The following background information and documentation is to serve as guidance for the 
meeting and debates. 

I. BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON EU ENVIRONMENTAL LAW 

1. Why effective implementation matters 

Delayed or inadequate implementation of EU environmental legislation has many negative 
consequences. It ultimately harms the environment and human health, generates regulatory 
uncertainty for industry and calls into question the level playing field of the Single Market. The 
long-term remediation costs – for example for clean-up of illegal waste sites and restoration of 
damaged habitats – can be much higher than the costs of prevention. 
The costs of not implementing current environmental legislation are estimated at around €50 
billion a year in health costs and direct costs to the environment. On the other hand, in the 
waste sector alone, full implementation would generate an additional 400,000 jobs with net costs 
that are annually €72 billion less than non-implementation. 
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Better and more consistent implementation would not only help to achieve the objectives of a 
cleaner and healthier environment but would also ensure a level playing field and incentives for 
green growth. 

2. Implementation and enforcement of EU environmental legislation: who does what? 

In the past 30 years the EU has adopted a substantial and diverse range of environmental measures 
aimed at improving the quality of the environment for European citizens and providing them with a 
high quality of life. The Dublin European Council of June 1990 stressed that EU environmental 
legislation would only be effective if fully implemented and enforced by Member States.  

2.1. Respective roles of the European Commission and of the national authorities 

In the European Union, the environment can only be well protected if Member States properly 
implement the legislation they have signed up to: the key responsibility for ensuring effective 
implementation and enforcement of EU legislation lies with national authorities (and very often at 
regional and local levels). In particular, inspections are an important instrument for Member States 
to ensure the implementation and enforcement of EU environmental legislation. 

The Commission monitors the application of EU environment law. It carries out studies and 
assessments, investigates complaints from EU citizens and organizations, petitions from the 
European Parliament, and questions from Members of the European Parliament (MEPs). The 
Commission can use reports submitted by Member States (such reporting obligations being legal 
requirements under many environmental Directives), as a means of detecting breaches of EU 
environmental law as well as information generated through its own investigations. It promotes 
compliance with EU environmental law through different tools (e.g. financial assistance to support 
better implementation of EU environmental legislation). Ultimately, it can use its enforcement 
powers to address absences of required end-results (pursuant to Article 17 of the Treaty on 
European Union). In performing that function, the Commission may in particular open 
infringement procedures (Article 258 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union). 

Whatever the means used, the overall objective of the Commission is to ensure that EU 
environmental legislation is implemented in full, correctly and on time across the Union. This is 
important as legislation which is not or is incorrectly implemented will not achieve the desired effect 
on the environment. 

2.2. Role of the European Parliament 

The European Parliament considers the simplification and improvement Union legislation to be one 
of its duties and has stressed the importance of clearer legislation which is better supervised and 
implemented.  The European Parliament has in particular always insisted on more effective 
implementation of EU legislation on the environment. Implementation issues have therefore been 
high on the agenda of the European Parliament's Committee on the Environment, Public Health and 
Food Safety (ENVI) meetings over the last few years. The ENVI Committee now draws up follow-
up reports each year, in which it looks at adopted EU legislation in the environmental and related 
fields, examines problems of implementation and assesses whether or not the legislation is meeting 
its initial objectives. 

The need for improved implementation has been recognised as a key priority of both the Fifth 
Environmental Action Programme (1992-2000) and the Sixth Environmental Action Programmes 
(2002-2012). In its report on the review of the 6th Environmental Action Programmes (EAP) and 
the setting of priorities for the 7th EAP (March 2012), the main focus of the European Parliament 
was again on improving the implementation of existing environment policies, integration of 
environment policy with other policies and better coherence.  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/legal/law/index.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2008:115:0047:0199:EN:PDF


 3

Furthermore, in March 2013, the European Parliament will vote on an own-initiative report from the 
ENVI Committee, based on the 2012 Communication by the Commission "Improving the delivery 
of benefits from EU environment measures: building confidence through better knowledge 
and responsiveness". In this communication, the Commission expresses its intention to enhance the 
implementation and enforcement of EU environmental legislation in order to improve the state of 
the environment and reverse downward trends which are moving away from sustainability.  

Any citizen, acting individually or jointly with others, may at any time exercise his/her right of 
petition to the European Parliament (Article 227 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union) on a subject which comes within the European Union's fields of activity and which 
affects them directly. Such petitions give the European Parliament the opportunity to draw attention 
to any infringement of a European citizen's rights by a Member State or local authorities or other 
institution. Petitions on environmental issues consistently constitute the primary group of petitions 
received by the European Parliament and in the past years, petitions have uncovered problems relating 
for instance to the transposition and proper implementation of EU water legislation. In a resolution 
adopted in February 2012, the European Parliament has drawn attention to the adverse impact of 
failures of the implementation of the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive and related 
Directives, as witnessed by petitions received from 16 Member States. MEPs also address 
considerable numbers of written questions to the Commission raising concerns about the 
implementation of EU environmental law.   

2.3. Involvement of citizens: Århus Convention  

In 1998 the European Community, together with the 15 Member States, signed the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) Convention on Access to Information, Public 
Participation in decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (better known as 
the ‘Århus Convention’). The Convention, in force since 30 October 2001, is based on the premise 
that greater public awareness of and involvement in environmental matters will improve 
environmental protection.  It establishes a number of rights of the public (individuals and their 
associations) with regard to the environment (on the basis of 3 pillars: access to information, 
public participation and access to justice in issues concerning the environment). The Parties to the 
Convention are required to make the necessary provisions so that public authorities (at national, 
regional or local level) will ensure that these rights are safeguarded. In 2003 the Commission 
proposed a regulation to guarantee that the provisions and principles of the Århus Convention are 
applied by Community institutions and bodies and Regulation (EC) No 1367/2006, containing the 
provisions necessary to apply the Århus Convention to Community institutions and bodies was 
adopted in September 2006. 

Moreover, two Directives concerning the first and second pillars of the Århus Convention were 
adopted in 2003  (Directive 2003/4/EC and Directive 2003/35/EC). The purpose of the Directive 
2003/4/EC is to ensure that environmental information is systematically available and distributed to 
the public. Directive 2003/35/EC provides for public participation in respect of the drawing up of 
certain plans and programmes relating to the environment. Provisions for public participation in 
environmental decision-making are furthermore to be found in a number of other environmental 
directives (e.g. Directive 2001/42/EC of 27 June 2001 on the assessment of certain plans and 
programmes on the environment).  

2.4. Environmental law implementation and enforcement networks, 

IMPEL 

The European Union Network for the Implementation and Enforcement of Environmental Law 
(IMPEL) is an international non-profit association of the environmental authorities of the EU 
Member States, and acceding and candidate countries of the EU, EEA and EFTA countries. The 
history of the IMPEL network can be traced back to the early 90s. The Dutch Presidency of the EU 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32003L0004:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32003L0035:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32001L0042:EN:NOT
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commissioned a study of EU environmental agencies in 1991 against a background of a concern that 
the growth of environmental legislation was not matched by improvements in the quality of the 
environment. One of the principal recommendations was that an environmental enforcement 
network should be created within Member States. The result was the formation of the Network of 
EC Environmental Enforcement Agencies whose first meeting was held in 1992. The Commission’s 
involvement in the network as co-chair began in 1994. 

The mission of IMPEL is to contribute to protecting the environment by promoting the effective 
implementation and enforcement of EU environmental law. The IMPEL network has 
successfully taken up its role to give advice – on request or on its own initiative – on the 
practicability and enforceability of EU environmental legislation. Over time, it has provided a 
framework for policy makers, environmental inspectors and enforcement officers to exchange ideas, 
and encourages the development of enforcement structures and best practices. IMPEL played in 
particular an important role in the preparation of Recommendation 2001/331/EC providing for 
minimum criteria for environmental inspections in the Member States and, through its activities, it 
has also played an important role in its implementation. 

The Technical Platform for Cooperation on the Environment 

Local and regional authorities are crucial actors in environmental protection, as they are often 
responsible for rule-making and undertaking investments, and can have inspection and oversight 
functions. The effectiveness of EU environmental policy is therefore largely determined by its 
implementation at regional and local levels. The Committee of the Regions (CoR) and DG 
Environment of the European Commission therefore set up in December 2012 the Technical 
Platform for Cooperation on the Environment.  

This new forum aims to foster dialogue on local and regional problems and solutions in the 
application of EU environmental law.  For that purpose, it will bring together practitioners from 
local and regional administrations in the European Union, experts and stakeholders, EU officials and 
interested CoR members. 

The European Union Forum of Judges for the Environment 

Besides administrative authorities, judges in the Member States have to play a very important role 
since rights and obligations deriving from EU law are enforced on daily basis by national courts and 
tribunals. The European Union Forum of Judges for the Environment contributes to promoting the 
enforcement of national, European and international environmental law by contributing to a 
better knowledge by judges of environmental law.  This cooperation on an international level allows 
judges to learn from each other's experiences, from developments in their respective case laws, also 
from their experiences and problems in applying EU law. The network is concretely sustained 
through the organisation of regular conferences. 

2.5. Data sources 

The main providers of data and statistics about the environment and sustainable development for the 
EU are Eurostat, the European Environment Agency (EEA) and the European environment 
information and observation network (Eionet) which consists of the EEA and its member and 
cooperating countries. Providing timely and quality-assured data, information and expertise is 
paramount for assessing the state of the environment in Europe and the pressures upon it. This 
enables policy-makers to decide on appropriate measures for protecting the environment at national 
and European level and to monitor the effectiveness of the policies and measures implemented.  

3. Achievements, main challenges and state of play 

European environmental law has existed for 30 years. More than 200 directives are today in force in 
the field of environment, covering all environmental sectors (including water, waste and nature but 

http://impel.eu/
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32001H0331:EN:NOT
http://www.eufje.org/
http://www.eufje.org/
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat
http://themes.eea.europa.eu/indicators/
http://www.eea.europa.eu/
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also air pollution, noise, chemicals etc.) and including cross-cutting issues such as environmental 
impact assessment, access to environmental information, public participation in environmental 
decision-making and liability for environmental damage.  

Hence, the environmental acquis is already long-established, broad and ambitious. It deploys a wide 
array of techniques, such state-of-the-environment objectives, prohibitions and restrictions, 
economic instruments, plans and programmes, and public participation and information provisions. 
The acquis needs to be applied to a wide range of natural conditions, under very varied national and 
regional administrative arrangements, and in situations that often have a cross-border dimension and 
in a context where the economic downturn may have adversely affected national implementation 
and enforcement capacities. Against this background, the main challenge appears now to be related 
to the implementation of the environmental acquis. 

Available statistics corroborate the existence of loopholes in implementing EU environmental 
legislation equally and effectively. Hence, environment was the most infringement-prone policy 
area in 2011: 17% (339) of all infringement procedures against EU Member States of EU legislation 
were related to the environment (among which there were 76 on waste, 80 on water and 76 on 
nature). The number of cases per Member State ranged from 5 to 40 (with half of the Member States 
being concerned by more than 12 cases). These procedures mainly addressed particularly slow 
transposition of EU legislation or shortcomings in the application of the transposed provisions of 
Directives by Member States. An example of particularly slow transposition is Directive 
2004/35/EC with regard to the prevention and remedying of environmental damage: only four 
Member States transposed it on time and the European Court of Justice had to deliver judgments 
against  seven Member States.  

Within this framework, the Commission issued in March 2012 a Communication "Improving the 
delivery of benefits from EU environment measures: building confidence through better 
knowledge and responsiveness".   The Communication sets out ideas aimed at providing Member 
States with tools to improve implementation on the ground. It complements the 2008 Commission 
Communication on implementing European Community Environmental Law which sets out the 
Commission's enforcement strategy to tackle breaches of EU environmental protection laws. Both of 
them fit within a wider Commission strategy for "compliance promotion" (as announced in the 
Communication "A Europe of Results - Applying Community Law" in 2007). Strengthening 
implementation of existing law is now an integral part of the proposed new Environment Action 
Programme for the EU (7th EAP) that will guide environment policy up to 2020. 

II. IMPLEMENTATION OF EU ENVIRONMENTAL LAW IN THE AREAS OF 
WASTE, WATER,  AND NATURE PROTECTION 

1. Waste legislation 

As European society has grown wealthier, it has generated more and more waste: nowadays, solid 
waste amounts to about 6 tonnes per person per year in the EU. While the amount of waste is 
increasing, the nature of waste itself is changing, partly due to the dramatic rise in the use of hi-tech 
products. Waste now contains an increasingly complex mix of materials, including plastics, precious 
metals and hazardous materials that are difficult to deal with safely. Hence, out of the 3 billion 
tonnes of waste that the EU produces every year, some 100 million tonnes are hazardous. All this 
waste has a huge impact on the environment, causing pollution as well as significant losses of 
materials – a particular problem for the EU which is highly dependent on imported raw materials. It 
is clear that treating and disposing of all this material - without harming the environment - has 
become a major challenge of EU waste management policies.  

The European Union's approach to waste management aims to reduce the environmental and health 
impacts of waste, improve Europe’s resource efficiency and ensure the sustainable growth of 
European economies. The long-term goal is to turn Europe into a recycling society, avoiding waste 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52008DC0773:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=SPLIT_COM:2007:0502(01):FIN:EN:PDF
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and using unavoidable waste as a resource wherever possible. For that purpose, it is paramount to 
achieve much higher levels of recycling and to minimise the extraction of additional natural 
resources. The European Union's approach to waste management is based on three principles:  

 Waste prevention is a key factor in any waste management strategy: if the EU can reduce the 
amount of waste generated in the first place and reduce its hazardousness by reducing the 
presence of dangerous substances in products, then disposing of it will automatically become 
simpler.  

 Recycling and reuse: if waste cannot be prevented, as many of the materials as possible should 
be recovered, preferably by recycling.  

 Improving final disposal and monitoring: where possible, waste that cannot be recycled or 
reused should be safely incinerated, with landfill only used as a last resort. The EU aims to 
become a 'recycling society' and a part of a greener economy which provides both better 
resource efficiency and improved security of supply.  

There are several Directives dealing with waste, some dating back to the 70s whereas others are 
much more recent. The main ones are Directive 2006/12/EC on waste, Directive 91/689/EEC on 
hazardous waste, Directive 75/439/EEC on waste oils1, Directive 86/278/EEC on sewage sludge, 
Directive 94/62/EC on packaging and packaging waste, Directive 1999/31/EC on the landfill of 
waste, and Directive 2002/96/EC on waste electrical and electronic equipment. 

The table below provides an overview of the main specific targets2 for waste management in EU 
directives. 

  Directive  Target 
Year  

Recovery targets  Recycling targets  Collection targets  

Packaging waste  1994/62/EC  2008 60% 55%   

Tyres  1999/31/EC  2006 Zero landfill of tyres  

2006 Reduction to 75 % of the amount generated in 1995  

2009 Reduction to 50 % of the amount generated in 1995  

Landfill of biodegradable 
municipal waste  

1999/31/EC  

2016 Reduction to 35 % of the amount generated in 1995  

2000/53/EC  2006 85 % incl. reuse  80 % incl. reuse  100% End-of-Life Vehicles (ELV) 
  

  2015 95 % incl. reuse  85 % incl. reuse  100% 

Waste Electrical and 
Electronic Equipment 
(WEEE)  

2002/96/EC  2006 70–80 % (differs 
according to 
WEEE categories) 

50–80 % incl. reuse 
(differs according to 
WEEE categories)  

Min. 4 kg per 
inhabitant per year  

2012     25% Batteries and accumulators 
  

2006/66/EC  
  2016     45% 

Batteries and accumulators    2011   50–75 % efficiency 
(differs according to 
battery type)  

  

Paper, metal, plastic, glass 
waste  

2008/98/EC  2015     Separate collection 
of at least paper, 
metal, plastic, 
glass  

Waste from households and 
possibly from other origins  

2008/98/EC  2020   50 % of materials 
such as at least paper, 
metal, plastic and 
glass (incl. reuse)  

  

Construction and 
demolition waste (excl. soil 
and stones)  

2008/98/EC  2020 70% (incl. reuse)    

Source: EU directives as specified in the table; EEA. 

                                                 
1 Directives 2006/12/EC on waste, 91/689/EC on hazardous waste, and 75/439/EEC on waste oils have been repealed with effect from 
12 December 2010 by the revised Directive 2008/98/EC on waste (Waste Framework Directive) which incorporates their main 
provisions. 
2 Notes: all targets apply per country. Some EU Member States have derogation periods for a number of the targets. The targets have 
been simplified for the purpose of giving an overview. Exact dates, waste types addressed, etc. are given in the respective directives. 
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The EU was aiming to become 'the most resource-efficient economy in the world' and 'substantially 
reduce waste generation', according to the 6th EAP adopted in 2002. However, the three-annual 
Implementation Reports have shown that targets set in the recent past have not always been met and 
that waste policies are not well implemented in all EU Member States.  

Hence, in 2011, waste represented on average 22% of all environmental infringement cases. For 
instance, although Member States reported to have transposed most requirements on the Landfill 
Directive (1999/31/EC) in 2009 (and in particular all of them reported having taken measures to 
reduce the landfilling of municipal waste), systemic failures have been identified in the 
implementation of this Directive, with 13 non-conformity cases and 11 bad application cases in 
2009 as well as a large number of complaints related to illegal landfills and the failure of many 
Member States to improve the situation.  

The adoption in 2010 of the Europe 2020 strategy, which identified resource efficiency as one of 
its flagship initiatives, has provided new stimulus to develop an economy which is competitive, 
inclusive and provides a high standard of living with much lower environmental impacts. These 
goals can only be achieved when there is a considerable change in production and consumption 
patterns. Such changes may moreover have a huge impact on the EU economy: according to a 
recent study by the European Commission, full implementation of EU waste legislation would save 
€72 billion a year, increase the annual turnover of the EU waste management and recycling sector 
by €42 billion and create over 400,000 jobs by 2020. 

Furthermore, the increase in illegal shipments of waste, for example, from electric and electronic 
equipment, is a trend that needs to be curbed. The fight against illegal waste operations in Member 
States has therefore to be strengthened and building capacity among environmental and customs 
officials could be key to stopping illegal transboundary shipments of hazardous wastes. 

2.  Water legislation 

Sustainable water management is a critical element of a green economy because healthy and 
resilient ecosystems provide the services needed to sustain human well-being and our economy. For 
this reason, we need to ensure that other economic sectors, such as agriculture, energy and transport, 
also adopt management practices that can keep water ecosystems healthy and resilient.  

There are several Directives dealing with water (quality and/or quantity), some dating back to 1991 
whereas others are much more recent and include the more recent method of requiring plans instead 
of setting (limit) values. The main ones are: 

 Urban Waste Water Directive 91/271/EEC 
 Nitrates Directive 91/676/EEC 
 Drinking Water Directive 98/83/EC 
 Water Framework Directive (WFD) 2000/60/EC 
 Groundwater Directive 2006/118/EC  
 Bathing Water Directive 2006/7/EC  
 Floods Directive 2007/60/EC  
 Environmental Quality Standards Directive 2008/105/EC  
 Marine Strategy Framework Directive 2008/56/EC 

Some improvements in water quality have been made in the past two decades with e.g. the 
implementation of the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive (91/271/EEC). Since 2000, with 
the adoption of the Water Framework Directive, water policy has made another step-change 
taking an integrated approach to water management, on the basis of the concept of 'river basin 
management' aimed at achieving the good status of all EU waters by 2015.  

Nevertheless, at present, the ecological status of water ecosystems is not good enough. Under the 
Water Framework Directive, countries are obliged to publish so-called River Basin Management 
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Plans, which detail the status of the water bodies in their countries. The results of the first round of 
these River Basin Management Plans (2012) show that more than half of Europe's surface water 
bodies are in less than good ecological status. Chemical status is in particular a cause for concern 
(about 25 % of all groundwater bodies across Europe are in poor chemical status).  

Fitness checks of EU Freshwater Policy and an assessment of the River Basin Management Plans of 
the EU Member States have been completed in 2012 together with a review of the EU policy on 
water scarcity and drought. They show that the adequacy of the current water legislative framework 
is not questioned, nor generally is its coherence with the rest of environmental policy. However, 
there exist fundamental weaknesses in the implementation of the current water legislation as 
well as conflicts between water policy and the objectives of other EU policies. For instance, it is 
likely that almost half of Europe’s water bodies will miss the target set by the WFD and will still be 
in poor ecological status in 2015. 

Europe’s water problems have been further analysed by the European Commission, which has 
identified improvements in implementation as the first priority. Against this background, 
Member States need to meet their obligations under EU water law to ensure the instruments are 
effective and that the benefits of implementation can be realised. In relation to other policies, 
improved coherence is needed in particular with the Common Agriculture Policy and with 
Regional Policy to ensure that EU funds are better targeted at measures that deliver improvements to 
water and water law obligations are respected. Improved coherence is also needed with renewable 
energy and transport policy to ensure that measures adopted for climate mitigation do not cause 
unintended negative impacts on water.  

More specifically, possible fields for improvement are identified in the Blueprint to Safeguard 
Europe's Water Resources which was published in 2012:  

 water balances and accounts for all river basins,  
 water efficiency targets,  
 land use measures such as Green Infrastructures such as wetlands and floodplains 

restoration, 
 standards for water re-use and increased efficiency of water-using devices for buildings,  
 improved implementation of the "polluter pays" principle through metering, water-pricing 

and better economic analysis,  
 reinforcing river basin governance,  
 improving water statistics and shared information systems on water and  
 integrating water objectives in EU funding policies.  

Furthermore, the experience with the on-going infringement procedures indicates that the following 
most obvious implementation issues for the Member States linked to these Directives relate to:  

 the need to adopt key tools for the implementation of Union legislation (for example under 
the WFD, river basin management plans are still not adopted in all Member States); 

 the need to build (extensive) infrastructure (such as for urban waste water collection and 
treatment) and the time frame within which the Member States are able to comply with their 
obligations; 

 finding a balance between economic activities and preserving water quantity and quality 
e.g. preventing nitrates pollution from agricultural sources, managing water abstraction for 
irrigation or impacts from inland navigation and energy production. This includes the 
application of the regulatory framework (issuing permits, setting conditions for water 
abstraction, use and discharge); 

 setting up of effective monitoring schemes to check trends in water quality and quantity; 
 budgetary and human resources issues, for instance carrying out authorisation schemes, 

inspections and other enforcement actions.  

http://www.eea.europa.eu/pressroom/newsreleases/eea-reviews-new-findings-from/highlights/more-than-half-of-eu
http://www.eea.europa.eu/pressroom/newsreleases/eea-reviews-new-findings-from/highlights/more-than-half-of-eu
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3. Nature protection legislation 

EU nature protection legislation comprises two main pieces of legislation – the Birds Directive 
(79/409/EEC), which provides a common framework for the conservation of all wild bird species 
naturally occurring in the EU and the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC), which provides for the 
protection of other species and for habitat types of EU conservation concern. Achieving a significant 
and measurable improvement in the conservation status of species and habitats protected under the 
two above-mentioned Directives are two objectives which are also reflected in Target 1 of the EU 
Biodiversity strategy, aimed at halting and reversing the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services 
in the EU by 2020. 
Both Birds and Habitats Directives are built around two pillars: the strict system of species 
protection (with species protection provisions, such as the measures pertaining to the regulation of 
hunting under the Birds Directive) and the Natura 2000 network of protected sites. The network is 
constituted of Special Protection Areas (SPAs) which Member States designate under the Birds 
Directive, Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) which they designate under the Habitats 
Directive. It also applies to the marine environment.   

In practice, SAC are designated as follows: 

 Member States propose a list of sites on the basis of on standard selection criteria specified in 
the annex of the Habitats directive; 

 On the basis of the national lists and by agreement with the Member States, the Commission will 
then adopt a list of Sites of Community Importance for each of the nine EU biogeographical 
regions3; 

 No later than six years after the selection of a Site of Community Importance, the Member State 
concerned must designate it as a SAC. 

The aim of the Natura 2000 network is to ensure the long-term survival of Europe's most valuable 
and threatened species and habitats. Sites which are included in the Natura 2000 network are 
selected according to EU standards and then placed under protection. In total, this ecological 
network of protected areas in the territory of the European Union contains over 26,000 sites and 
covers around 18% of the EU's terrestrial territory. 

Although there has not been an economic evaluation of the costs of failing to implement EU nature 
legislation, knowledge concerning the flow of benefits from natural ecosystems (‘natural capital’ of 
the EU) has grown considerably in recent years, encouraged by the work on the economics of 
ecosystems and biodiversity (TEEB) and the earlier Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA). 
Hence, the Natura 2000 network plays an important role in responding to the challenges we face 
from climate change, both through mitigation (e.g. through carbon sequestration by peatlands and 
woodlands) and through adaptation (e.g. through the role of wetlands in flood management, dune 
systems in coastal protection and upland forests in preventing erosion and landslides). All economic 
evaluation studies that have been carried out in the Member States support the view that the socio-
economic benefits of Natura 2000 far outweigh the estimated costs.  This provides a clear 
indication of the overall importance of protecting and effectively managing this ecological network 
of areas of high biodiversity value.  

With respect to progress achieved by Member States to achieve target levels for designation of 
Natura 2000 sites, data show that in 2010 most EU Member States had proposed sufficient sites 
under the Habitats and Birds Directives. Hence, as for the sites designated under the EU Habitats 
Directive, the EU-27 had an average sufficiency of 89 % in 2010, and 20 Member States had 
reached a sufficiency of above 85 %, although national disparities remained.  

 

 

 
3 The Alpine region, the Atlantic region, the Black Sea region, the Boreal region, the Continental region, the Macronesian region, the 
Mediterranean region, the Pannonian region and the Steppic region. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/birdsdirective/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/birdsdirective/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/marine/index_en.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecological_network
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecological_network
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Union


 

Sufficiency of sites designated under the EU Habitats directive4 (in %) - 2010 
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Source: Eurostat data 

The main source of information on implementation of EU legislation on nature protection is the 
reporting made by Member States under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive and Article 12 of the 
Birds Directive. In 2007, Member States reported for the first time on the conservation status of the 
key habitats and species for the period 2001-2006, and the outcome of this reporting exercise was 
that, despite important progress, there is still a great deal of work needed to achieve the overall 
objective of both Directives. Reporting under the Habitats Directive showed for instance that only 
17% of both habitats and species assessments were deemed favourable. For habitats, some 37% 
of assessments indicated bad status and a further 28% were inadequate. Variations between the 
biogeographical regions were moreover pointed out, especially for habitats.  

The reporting also provided specific information on the conservation status of habitats and species 
dependent on water in Europe and showed that over two thirds of all river and lake habitats and 
inland water species are in unfavourable conservation status (these results were corroborated by 
those of the first round of these River Basin Management Plans which show that more than half of 
Europe's surface water bodies are in less than good ecological status).  

Given that the benefits of undertaken actions have been outweighed by continued growing pressures 
on Europe's biodiversity, the European Commission adopted in 2011 a new strategy aimed at 
reversing the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services in the EU by 2020. In its 
Communication, the Commission pointed out in particular that the full implementation of the Birds 
and Habitats Directives is critical to preventing further loss and restoring biodiversity in the EU, and 
also that further efforts have to be made to integrate biodiversity into the development and 
implementation of other policies (especially agriculture, forest and fisheries). 
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4 This indicator measures to which extent Sites of Community Importance proposed by the Member States adequately cover the 
species and habitats listed in Annexes I and II to the Habitats Directive.  


