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1. Between the beginning of Parliament's 6th legislature (2004) and the end of 2010, the 
Committee on Petitions has considered 114 petitions on questions related to waste 
management. Over the same period the Committee undertook four fact-finding mission to 
gain first hand impressions of the situations in a) Fos-sur-Mer (France), where the 
authorities were in the process of building an incinerator in order to close Europe's oldest 
and biggest landfill, b) Path Head (UK), where citizens were concerned about the 
potentially negative impact on their health from a inadequately secured landfill site, 
located extremely close to their homes, c) Huelva (Spain) concerning the impact of large 
quantities of waste accumulated as a by-product of an industrial process, and finally d) 
Campania (Italy) which as a region has had problems with the management of municipal 
waste for many years.

2. Petitions on environmental issues consistently stand for the largest numbers and those on 
waste represent an important sub-group. Waste handling issues affect citizens very 
directly all over the EU; thus petitions come from a good cross-section of Member States. 
The main issues raised concerned the overall organisation of the management of 
municipal waste (42). Second in importance was the establishment of new or 
management of existing landfills (37) and third the construction or operation of 
incinerators (17). Very often, though, all these subjects are interlinked and categorisation 
of petitions is ambiguous; 

3. In order to improve general waste management public authorities may be obliged to 
expand existing or open new landfills in the short term. Likewise, the establishment of 
incinerators is a legitimate method for eliminating refuse (and obtaining energy), but 
provokes resistance from the most immediately affected populations in their vicinity. 

4. Petitions on the disposal of toxic waste are fewer in number (12); nevertheless, the issue 
cannot be isolated completely from the handling of municipal waste as the separation 
between the two categories is not always perfect, which can lead to contamination of 
landfills.

5. There appears to be general agreement at EU level that the preferred approach to waste 
management is to prioritise the reduction of waste quantities in general and specifically 
the kind of waste which cannot be reused or recycled. The aim is to reverse the waste 
hierarchy, away from "disposal", towards prevention, re-use, recycling and waste-to-
energy. This approach is enshrined in the Waste Framework Directive1 which tightens 
and revamps its predecessor of 20062. The deadline for transposition of the WFD was 
December 2010. It is a subject of great concern, therefore, that only six Member States 
complied, and the European Commission is taking active measures to ensure that the 
remainder begin implementation urgently.

6. Two directives concern waste treatment operations: The Landfill Directive3 and the 
Incineration Directive4. A further eight directives concern different waste streams: 

                                               
1 2008/98/EC.
2 2006/12/EC.
3 1999/31/EC.
4 2000/76/EC.
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Sewage/Sludge1, Batteries & Accumulators2, Packaging & Packaging waste3, Mining 
Waste4, End-of-life vehicles5, Electrical & electronic equipment6, PCBs & PCTs7 and 
Waste from electronic and electrical equipment WEEE8.

7. Finally, the complex mix of directives on environmental impact assessment and public 
consultation come into play when considering petitions on waste. They are the Directives 
on: the assessment of the effects of certain public and private projects on the 
environment9, the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the 
environment10, public access to environmental information11 and providing for public 
participation in respect of the drawing up of certain plans and programmes relating to the 
environment12. For the purpose of this report and taking into account the contents of 
petitions, the analysis will focus on the WFD, the landfill and incineration directives and 
the complex of directives on environmental impact assessment and public consultation.

Overall waste management

8. The key objective of the Waste Framework Directive is Member States' "...obligation to 
handle waste in a way that does not have a negative impact on the environment or human 
health, an encouragement to apply the waste hierarchy and, in accordance with the 
polluter-pays principle."

9. According to the most recent (2009) Eurostat information, the average amount of 
municipal waste produced per person/year is 513 kg. There seems to be a correlation 
between wealth and refuse quantity produced, though it is not consistent. When it comes 
to land-filling, the average percentage across the EU is 38%. Here the wealthier countries 
are clearly at the bottom of the scale (0-5% for BE, DK, DE, NL, AT, SE), while 
especially new Member States and some of those on the Mediterranean shores still resort 
to land-filling to a very large degree, with Bulgaria at 100%! Conversely, the same 
countries that have low rates of land-filling have above-average rates of recycling 
(EU=24%) and incineration (EU=20%) with Germany at the top of the table for recycling 
with 48% and Sweden for incineration at 49%. 

10. The Commission confirms the picture: "Large implementation and enforcement 
differences are expected to continue to persist between Member States, unless additional 
measures are taken at EU level to support Member States and to ensure a level playing 
field....Compliance with EU targets on collection, recycling and landfill diversion will 
remain a priority and some Member States will have to make serious efforts to meet those 

                                               
1 75/439/EEC.
2 2006/66/EC.
3 94/62/EC.
4 2006/21/EC.
5 2000/53/EC.
6 2002/96/EC.
7 96/59/EC.
8 2002/95/EC.
9 85/337/EEC.
10 2001/42/EC.
11 2003/4/EC.
12 2003/35/EC.
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EU targets."1

11. The petitions, too, reflect this in so far as the highest number of petitions concerning the 
general organisation of waste management come from Italy, Greece, Spain and Bulgaria. 
Citizens are concerned about a potentially negative impact on their health, be it from 
rubbish going uncollected in the streets, odours emanating from landfills, fears of 
groundwater and air pollution from inappropriate intermediate or final storage of refuse, 
illegal handling of industrial waste, etc.

12. There is a feeling that the public authorities are not in control of the situation, citizens are 
sometimes not prepared to make the efforts required to contribute to solutions, the 
relationship of trust is damaged and there is a downhill slide towards open confrontation 
and a paralysis on action. "...the situation is particularly difficult as a result of many 
factors: the relatively high population density of the region (several millions in a small 
area), low public awareness with respect to waste management and hence problems of 
public acceptance of proposed solutions, delays in medium and long term planning, etc.. 
The Commission has tried both through legal action and financial assistance to remedy 
the situation and promote the appropriate means of solid waste disposal management...".2

13. Your Rapporteur is concerned that what is required in order to meet legally established
recycling and prevention targets is the active participation of civil society, improved 
stakeholder participation and increased public awareness. Yet all the reports on fact 
finding missions of the Committee on Petitions on waste issues mention the poor or non-
existent communication between citizens and authorities, illustrated also by violent 
demonstrations by citizens reported in the press.

Landfills

14. While the overall aim is to eliminate the need for landfills in the foreseeable future, there 
is a legacy from the past and sometimes according to the authorities concerned a short 
term urgent need to expand existing landfills or establish new ones to respond to crisis 
situations. The Landfill Directive lays down the parameters for granting operating 
permits and for common monitoring procedures during the operation and after-care 
phases. Landfills closed before transposition of the directive are not subject to its 
provisions. 

15. The criteria enumerated in the directive refer to location, water control and leachate 
management, protection of soil and water, gas control, nuisances and hazards, stability 
and barriers. The PETI committee has received several petitions - notably the one which 
gave rise to the fact-finding mission to Path Head (UK) - which concerned landfills 
located at no more than 100m from the nearest houses and where the population suffers 
noxious odours, increased air pollution and propagation of vermin close to their houses;
nevertheless the definition of the precise requirements to ensure the protection of human 
health and the environment are subject to the subsidiarity principle enshrined in the 

                                               
1 COM(2011)0013 final.
2 CM814289.doc.
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Treaties.

16. Frequently expressed concerns in petitions on landfills refer to possible groundwater 
pollution, mostly because older landfills may not have a liner preventing seepage into 
aquifers or the liners may look torn and create suspicion of seepage.

17. Projects for new landfills are often contested for their planned locations; petitioners feel 
that they infringe on environmentally or culturally protected zones, or would be on 
geologically unstable ground and too close to ground/drinking water reserves. It is 
sometimes difficult to ascertain whether such fears are objectively justified. They may 
also be used as part of a campaign to challenge planned locations proposed by public 
authorities.

18. Citizens often signal their concern during the public consultation process and the 
Environmental Impact Assessment. According to the landfill directive, the national 
authorities have to issue a permit for the operation of a site. An EIA has to be carried out 
if the landfill is "likely to have significant effects on the environment". Landfills fall 
under Annex II of the Directive, thus subject to threshold criteria set by the Member 
States. As long as permits are in compliance with the parameters set out in the directive 
and the EIA has been conducted, the Commission does not have the power to interfere 
with decisions taken by national authorities

19. It is hard for citizens to understand that the EU cannot intervene until the whole 
procedure has been concluded and the licence awarded. There is a feeling that the EU can 
only become active "once the damage is done". Legal proceedings can, however, only be 
launched once a project has been approved by Member States.

Incinerators

20. Permits for the establishment of incinerators meet with similar resistance as landfills, 
with the emphasis on fears of air pollution and negative impact on public health and/or 
environmentally protected zones.

21. It should be acknowledged that more recent technology has reduced emissions from 
incinerators significantly. In certain Member States - in particular those with high levels 
of incineration of waste - local populations seem to show a higher level of acceptance, 
perhaps in recognition of production of heat or power by incinerators.

22. The same principles apply: establishment permit according to the incineration directive 
and EIA, under the responsibilities of the national authorities.

23. Public authorities often choose areas already suffering from heavy air pollution for the 
establishment of incinerators, based on the logic "the damage is already done so more 
pollution will not make any difference" Exploration of alternative ways of disposal of 
waste and production of energy through methanisation is often neglected.

Report from the Commission on the Thematic Strategy on the Prevention and Recycling 
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24. The Commission published its report in January 2011 to review progress towards 
achieving the first waste strategy document2 and in order to feed into the evaluation of the 
6th Environment Action Programme3. 

25. Since 2005, the Commission has stepped up support - including € 4.1 billion 2005/6 -to 
improve implementation and enforcement of the EU waste acquis at national level. 
Nevertheless, at the end of 2009, infringement cases related to waste constituted 20% of 
all environmental infringements.

26. Key to the Commission's strategy is the idea of life-cycle thinking, looking at a product 
from extraction of resources to its final disposal. The waste hierarchy favours prevention 
of waste, followed by reuse, recycling, recovery, with disposal representing the last 
resort. Legislation has been simplified: for example, the WFD incorporates the Hazardous 
Waste and Waste Oils Directives and the requirements for national waste management 
plans were streamlined.

27. Recycling policy at EU level is being further developed. The WFD introduced a 50% 
target for recycling of municipal waste, to be met by 2020. Bio-waste management in the 
EU is still sub-optimal4. A study is underway to explore the possibility of setting bio-
waste collection and/or recycling objectives. An important factor, often neglected, is that 
the recycling industry offers a potential of up to half a million jobs!

28. The report concludes that while some encouraging trends can be made out, there is till 
significant scope for progress. Firstly, the emphasis is on proper implementation and 
enforcement of the existing EU waste acquis. It is essential to eliminate the considerable 
differences between Member States in order to ensure a level playing field. The 
Commission suggests supporting measures but expects the Member States which have 
fallen behind to make a significant effort. This will not be possible without full 
participation from civil society and other stakeholders and a significantly increased public 
awareness.

29. In preparation for the Commission Communication on implementing EU environmental 
law and policy, due to be published in the second half of 2011, the emphasis is likely to 
be on the importance of governance structures, underpinning implementation of EU 
environmental law. The Commission believes that it has a role in facilitating the sharing 
of experience and good practice between different actors involved. Judges have organised 
themselves into a cooperative network. Others, such law makers at sub-national level, 
those with inspection and oversight functions or those with a role in making investment 
decisions, could benefit from such arrangements.

Waste Implementation Agency

                                               
1 COM(2011)0013 final.
2 COM(2005)0666.
3 Decision 1600/2002/EC.
4 COM/2010/235.
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30. As part of a package of measures to strengthen the implementation of EU waste 
legislation, the Commission had a feasibility study1 conducted to explore the benefits and 
costs of creating a dedicated agency to support the Member States in their efforts to apply 
EU waste legislation.

31. The following problems were highlighted:
• Many Member States lack sufficient capacity for the inspections, controls and other 

actions to enforce waste legislation properly;
• Organisational problems, such as poor coordination among the various national and 

sub-national bodies with responsibilities related to waste hinder effective enforcement;
• In some Member States implementation of EU waste legislation is considered a low 

priority, resulting in insufficient allocation of resources for enforcement;
• Another problem is lack of technical capacity to prepare waste management plans and 

programmes;

32. The study goes on to say that the results are: High level of non-compliance, illegal waste 
dumping and shipments, high number of citizens complaints, infringement cases before 
the ECJ, therefore underachievement in protecting public health and the environment, an 
overarching goal of  EU waste legislation.

33. As things stand, there are not the powers and resources needed to address the underlying 
problems at EU level. A number of concrete tasks to be undertaken are suggested to 
overcome the EU waste crisis:
• on the ground inspections, controls and enforcement actions
• improved information exchange, data collection and guidance
• direct training and training-of-trainers for Member States' officials in the waste sector
• creation of a centre of expertise and excellence

34. The institutional options recommended are the strengthening of resources in the 
Commission (DG Environment), the European Environment Agency and Eurostat. In the 
medium term the creation of an EU Waste Agency is suggested.

Preliminary conclusions

35. Member States - at national, regional and local level - bear the main responsibility for 
implementing EU legislation. The EU is often held responsible by citizens, but does not 
have the means to enforce the laws which it adopts. This raises the question of the 
credibility of the institutions and of 'Europe' in general. However, it would seem that 
Member States are complacent and attach far too little priority to an issue which is of 
major concern to citizens. Waste is not an attractive subject politically.

36. Major investments are required to upgrade waste management infrastructure. Nothing 
will happen unless more resources are devoted to waste management. Consideration 
could be given to earmarking a proportion of Cohesion Funds or other direct financing 

                                               
1 Study on the feasibility on the establishment of a Waste Implementation Agency, revised final report, 7 Dec, 
2009.



PE464.930v02-00 8/8 DT\869453EN.doc

EN

from the European Investment Bank, for example.

37. Projects approved for EU funding should be subject to strict conditionality on conformity 
with EU legalisation and requirements, like the waste management hierarchy and 
recycling targets. Close monitoring of enforcement standards and auditing of expenditure 
procedures should be applied.

38. The level of environmental protection set by the Waste Framework Directive is 
ambitious. The recent statistics published by Eurostat and the failure by many Member 
States to adhere to the deadline for transposition of the Waste Framework Directive 
demonstrate that implementation of the waste acquis represents a significant challenge for 
Member States.

39. Inspection and enforcement capacities need to be strengthened at Member State and EU 
level The Commission should be given the resources needed to effectively perform its 
role as guardian of the Treaty. In the field of waste management, it is particularly 
important for the Commission to focus on the more systemic/structural implementation 
gaps, like the lack of adequate networks of waste management facilities, excessive 
reliance on land filling or poor recycling rates. The European Environment Agency could 
also play a useful role, for example by assessing compliance of Member State waste 
management plans with EU legislation.

40. Dialogue with affected populations must be improved and citizens must have access to 
information with effective mechanisms for administrative and judicial reviews in place. 
Petitioners should be encouraged to make full use of these mechanisms, which may be 
more effective and expedient than measures at EU level, particularly when individual 
facilities are concerned.

41. Closer cooperation between Member State authorities and the Committee on Petitions has 
the potential of delivering good results. It is recognised that national authorities have a 
margin of discretion when deciding on the location of waste management. If the 
petitioners' concerns are justified facilitation of dialogue can bring effective remedial 
action in the interest of all parties concerned and without undue delay. 


