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Subject: Petition 1279/2011 by Leona Maes (Belgian), on air pollution in Antwerp

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner asks for a ban on further expansion of the road network in and around Antwerp 
(Masterplan Antwerpen). According to the petitioner, the air quality is constantly 
deteriorating as a result of particulate matter coming from the traffic. This has, according to 
her, a devastating effect on people’s health and results in higher costs for parents and the 
community. Further expansion of the traffic network also undermines the incentives policy 
which stimulates decentralisation and working from home. 

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 8 March 2012. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 27 June 2012

For decisions on plans such as the Masterplan Antwerpen, the Flemish/Belgian authorities 
have to follow the requirements of the EU Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 
Directive1. It is the responsibility of the Flemish/Belgian authorities that the SEA procedure is 
carried out. The goal of the SEA Directive is to assess environmental impacts of public plans 
and programmes. Hence, environmental considerations, including those on 'reasonable 
alternatives', are integrated into the preparation and adoption of plans and programmes with a 
view to making them more sustainable. Prior to the adoption of decisions, the environmental 
authorities and the public are consulted and the final decisions are accompanied by measures 
aimed at avoiding or mitigating environmental damages. However, there is no direct link in 

                                               
1Directive 2001/42/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council on the assessment of the effects of certain 
plans and programmes on the environment, OJ L 197, 21.7.2001, p.30.
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the SEA Directive between the negative findings of the SEA process and the decision to 
authorise the plan or not. If there is a political will to do so, a controversial plan may be 
authorised despite a negative impact on the environment.   

Directive 2008/50/EC on ambient air quality and cleaner air for Europe1 provides two limit 
values respectively for PM10 and NO2 as regards their concentration in ambient air. The daily 
limit value for PM10 requires that a concentration of 50µg/m³ is not to be exceeded more than 
35 times a calendar year; the annual limit value requires that an average concentration of 
40µg/m³ is not to be exceeded. As regards NO2, the hourly limit value requires that a 
concentration of 200µg/m³ is not to be exceeded more than 18 times a calendar year; the 
annual limit value requires that an average concentration of 40µg/m³ is not to be exceeded. 
Since 2008, the PM10 limit values are complied with in the agglomeration of Antwerp (latest 
available data is for 2010). As regards NO2, the hourly limit value is complied with but the 
annual limit value was, in 2010, (latest available data) exceeded in Antwerp. In line with 
Article 22 of Directive 2008/50/EC, Belgium has notified the Commission with a request to 
extend the deadline to comply with the annual NO2 limit value until 1 January 2015. That 
request is still being assessed by the Commission. Information on the notification and the 
Commissions assessment can be found on the Commissions website2. 

Directive 2008/50/EC does not empower the Commission to impose a ban on urban expansion 
projects. The directive provides for pollutants' maximum concentration levels in ambient air 
and when those, plus an allowed margin of tolerance in some cases, are exceeded, an air 
quality plan needs to be established. This plan should set out the appropriate measures either 
to reach compliance with the air quality standard by the time it will apply or, in the case that 
the  attainment deadline has already expired, the plan should enable the exceedance period to 
be kept as short as possible.

Conclusion

The Commission will continue to closely monitor pollutant concentration levels in Antwerp.

                                               
1 OJ L 152, 11.6.2008, p.1.
2 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/quality/legislation/time_extensions.htm.


