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Madam Chair, dear members of the EMIS Committee, dear members 

of the European Parliament,  

 

Although the matter that brings us together today is serious, it is 

nevertheless a pleasure to see you again after quite some time.  

 

I welcome your initiative to establish this Committee and I’ve been 

following with interest the developments. 

 

Before focusing on the issue itself allow me to make some factual 

statements that are important for the matter we are addressing.  

 

First, being responsible for environmental problems is certainly not 

the most comfortable position. You are deemed responsible for 

many important challenges and negative issues, but the majority of 

the solutions are not in your own hands. And even if the area of 

environment is known for its comprehensive legislation, to a large 

extent you are in the hands of colleagues in the national 

governments or, in my case, in the Commission. End of pipe solutions 

always give rise to conflicts of interest, thus it is important to 

integrate environmental concerns and interests upstream in all other 

sectoral policies like agriculture, energy, transport, industry, … and I 

could continue. Integration is the crucial point of effective and 

efficient environmental protection.  

 

Second, I took responsibility for the environment portfolio at the 

beginning of 2010, just after the consequences of unsustainable 

financial and economic behaviour blew up in our faces. These were 

not the easiest times for environmental protection, as you would 

certainly recall. There is no need to hide the fact that the primary 

focus of European policy leaders, be it on a national or European 
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level, including in the European Commission and Parliament, was 

on reinvigorating our economies. Growth and jobs was the leading 

policy motto, and it is more or less still so. The most effective, 

sometimes the only way, to convince colleagues was via a strong 

impact assessment proving that, for example, improving air quality 

makes economic sense.  

 

Third, I always wanted to know and understand the substance of 

every issue for which I was responsible. Even with that attitude I 

have to say that it was, and still is, impossible to follow all the 

technical details in all the fields important for the quality of the 

environment. That is why it is crucial to have around you people you 

trust, people who are ready to go with you through troubled waters. 

Some of the questions you have asked in the written questionnaire 

are quite detailed, so I have to admit I would not be able to answer 

them without the help of the experts from the Commission. In fact, I 

even learned a lot of new things, while preparing for this hearing.  

 

Fourth, politics takes place in the real world. You cannot always 

achieve what you would like to, even if you are convinced both, that 

it is necessary, and that you are right. Compromises are part of the 

job. And there are also many institutional steps needed before 

consensus building brings us to the final result. What really matters 

is the judgement that you could not have reached a better outcome 

and that the steps done were steps in the right direction.  

 

Let me now focus on important facts related to the diesel car 

emissions problem, on how I became aware of the problem and how 

I was involved.  
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First, as you know I was not responsible for car emission standards, 

I was responsible for air quality. Monitoring the implementation of 

the legislation connected with car emission standards was not my 

task. Nor could I, when launching an infringement procedure against 

a Member State for breach of the legally required air quality 

standards, connect that directly to the issue we are discussing here. 

There could be many reasons for not meeting the legal air quality 

standards and MS are responsible for deciding which pollutant 

sources to tackle and which policy options best fit their own 

particular situation.   

I have heard complaints from mayors, regional or national 

representatives, that they have difficulty achieving the agreed air 

quality standards due to bad implementation of legislation agreed at 

EU level, including car emissions standards. But their complaints 

should also be addressed to their colleagues and authorities at 

national level responsible for the implementation of relevant 

directives.  

 

Second, I was aware that diesel cars are in reality emitting more 

than during the tests. We started preparing the review of the Clean 

Air Strategy in 2010 and the work finished in 2013. Concerns 

regarding the inadequacy of applicable tests for measuring vehicles 

NOx emissions were brought to my attention during the early days of 

my tenure as Environment Commissioner, when I also learned about 

results of the JRC study. I first publicly raised attention to the 

problem in this very house, on 22th March 2011, at a conference on 

Air Quality in European Cities. This is of course a problem linked to 

the majority of diesel car producers.  

 



 4 

Third, I was not aware that any car manufacturer was cheating 

through the manipulation of software. I learned that at the same 

time as you, when the VW scandal broke, … and even then I could 

hardly believe that a company such as VW could be so irresponsible 

and fundamentally stupid to do something like that.  

 

Fourth, how did I try to help address the problem? I was working on 

several parallel tracks.  

 

I was actively arguing for faster and more efficient introduction of 

the EURO6 standard and the new RDE procedure. Their introduction 

and implementation should to a large extent solve the diesel 

emissions problems, including the problem of the of real driving 

emissions discrepancy.   

 

I was actively arguing and pushing for better implementation of 

already legally binding standards (EURO 5, 4 and 3), for the solution 

of the concrete problem we have very much in the spotlight today.  

 

After a considerable internal exchange of views, I raised both issues 

also on a political level by sending an official letter to my colleague 

Antonio (Tajani), at that time Commissioner responsible for Industry 

and the standards in question, explicitly asking him for his active 

help. I have to add that I’ve had with him in general good working 

relations during the whole term, starting with an early agreement 

about controversial REACH implementation.    

 

I also actively participated at the CARS21 High Level Group, 

composed, among others, of all major car manufacturers in Europe. 

When I refreshed my mind reading the points I made there, I have to 
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say, it would be difficult to present the problem more clearly and 

make the point stronger than I did.  

 

I was trying to introduce, in the legislation for which I was 

responsible - the Clean Air Strategy - solutions which would 

improve air quality and address citizens' health concerns in a more 

effective and efficient way. This was in particular done through the 

new NEC Directive proposal and you yourselves know very well how 

difficult the negotiations in question were.  

 

I was also doing my best to move overall implementation to a 

higher level and I was trying to raise public awareness by speaking 

loud and clear about the problem of the existing discrepancy 

between testing and real world emissions on many occasions.  

 

And now, to the difficult question: responsibility.  

 

It is problematic to claim that someone is responsible for something 

he or she did not know. I was not aware of concrete situations where 

defeat devices were used before the VW scandal emerged and, to 

my knowledge, at no point in time was the Commission. Am I 

responsible that we did not solve the issue of inadequacy of 

applicable tests faster, before the VW scandal pointed the attention 

of the public, and you, to it? With hindsight, even if it was not part of 

my responsibilities, one could probably argue that I could have been 

even more determined … even if after the reconstruction of all the 

events and taking everything into account, I can look back quite 

proudly on my whole mandate, including on the issues we are 

discussing today.  
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Could the Commission collectively do better? We were for quite a 

long time actively engaged in trying to remedy the situation - and we 

were on the right track with EURO 6 and RDE proposals. But yes, we 

could, and we should do better. The Commission is the Guardian of 

the Treaties and it is entrusted with the supervision of the 

implementation of EU law in the MS. When something is so clearly 

breaching the implementation agreements written in EU Law for 

such a long time we should be more active to ensure that it would be 

addressed more effectively. Not just in this case, but in all cases 

where implementation is in question. And here it was at least as 

much about implementing already existing legislation, as it was 

about new, more efficient solutions for the future.  

 

Could you, the Members of the EP, also do better? Would we be 

sitting here today if the scandal had not emerged so brutally? 

Probably not, even with all the knowledge about the diesel car 

discrepancy, even with all the studies on the table and speeches 

made. It should not be forgotten that the EP endorsed the future 

solutions proposed by the Commission in the CARS 2020 

Communication. That said, I do not underestimate the importance of 

this Committees existence and actions. On the contrary, I think it is a 

very good initiative and an ideal opportunity to change some 

important things on better.  

 

Could the MS do better? No doubt. Too many times the 

implementation they are responsible for, is influenced by interests 

which have no place in the implementation process, while real public 

interest is not present enough. Also in the case of ineffective diesel 

car tests, I doubt that this would be possible without the responsible 

institutions in MS knowing and “tacitly tolerating” the ineffective 

implementation of the existing standards. This is also the conclusion 



 7 

that T&E arrived at, I quote: “The lack of national enforcement and 

divergent interpretation of the current type-approval framework 

directive lie at the heart of the current failure to meet air pollutant 

and CO2 emission standards on the road.” 

 

Could even the media do better? Certainly. Knowing some 

important facts for a long time, but digging into the issues only when 

a scandal or catastrophe emerges is not responsible journalism.   

 

To summarise. The only way we can really improve implementation 

is for all of us to sincerely and critically analyse our own work, and 

together address systemic failure in which we are currently living 

and functioning.  

 

Members of the ENVI Committee might recall that better 

implementation was one of my three top priorities. I tried hard, but 

a lot of unfinished work in this area is still on Commissioner’s Vella’s 

desk. I wanted to empower MS and citizens so they could better play 

their role and that we would avoid that the majority of problematic 

cases would land directly on the EU’s table. Proposals for Access to 

Justice and for an Inspections Regulation were more or less ready, 

but there was no willingness or time to make the final step. You have 

a chance to raise your voice and move them ahead.  

 

I would also like to point your attention to one particularly important 

problem potentially influencing the quality of implementation, the 

distribution of responsibilities. It is not appropriate that the same 

services are responsible for both, the economic performance of the 

sector in question (be it agriculture, transport, industry, energy or 

whatever), and for the environmental regulation linked to that 

activity. Standards in this specific case are still framed as measures to 
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ensure the functioning of the Internal Market, even if they are 

primarily for environmental purposes. We need more joint 

responsibility, more integration of environmental and other 

horizontal interests in sectoral policies. This is the only way to avoid 

conflicts and to balance economic, social and environmental 

concerns.  

 

Ladies and Gentleman,  

 

What strikes me most in this unfortunate “Dieselgate” affair is that 

resistance to strengthening car emission standards and to effective 

implementation of already agreed standards was done mainly from 

the point of view of increased costs and competitiveness. This is a 

short term and narrow minded policy. What cars will Europe in the 

future supply to the Chinese cities which have clearly decided to 

seriously fight air pollution as they can no longer afford not to 

address this issue?! The world is changing rapidly, in particular the 

system of mobility, and we should do everything possible to ensure 

that we will not be too late to reap the economic benefits of that 

inevitable change. In that context we should openly discuss also the 

future of diesel cars and diesel technology.  

 

Dear members of the EMIS Committee, 

 

In conclusion. Yes, it is indeed very important that you clarify all the 

facts in this particular enquiry case. This is the reason that I did not 

hesitate for a second in joining you today. But it is even more 

important that you, through this process, contribute to solutions 

which will address the systemic challenges, and in that way prevent 

similar cases in the future.  
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At the heart of today’s debate are actually two major questions, 

decisive for the future of European Union.  

 

The first one: Are we ready to change our economic system in a way 

that enables us to deliver the Sustainable Development Goals, whilst 

improving our competitiveness and influencing positively our growth 

and jobs agenda. Globalisation did not happen exactly in the way 

developed counties, including Europe, expected. We expected new 

markets for our high quality products, but actually we also got new, 

highly skilful, competitors even on our own markets. Too many times 

we are trying to defend the indefensible in our efforts to strengthen 

growth prospects and increase employment rates. In reality, many 

times, at least when short term effects expire, the result is just the 

opposite. Our intentions may be good, but we end up “Killing 

industry with kindness” by giving in to calls for less ambition, longer 

to achieve it, and allowing loopholes. Better regulation is not about 

less regulation, but should create the conditions for confidence to 

invest in technologies for the markets of the future. Europe has a 

global lead in the cars production, as well as in the chemical industry. 

To keep this global leadership, we have to embrace the inevitable 

changes in the mobility system and embrace the opportunities 

offered by the bio-economy and by broader sustainability shift. The 

concept of the circular economy, also strongly supported by this 

Commission and European Parliament, is certainly our major 

opportunity.  

 

And the second question: Are we all, in particular those still holding 

institutional responsibilities, seriously and sincerely ready to move 

implementation of our European legislation to a higher level? I 

mean all the legislation, but in particular legislation protecting our 

health and our environment, where the lobbyists are not so well 
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financed, well connected and vocal, but where the benefits to the 

European public interest make it imperative for the Commission and 

Parliament to act. 

 

The European Union is in a fragile stage. We need more 

transparency, and we need more honesty, more trust building. And 

we also need to wake up the young generation, their enthusiasm and 

energy. Because we desperately need them on our troubled 

European journey. We need them to help us in fixing our broken 

compass. With every step we make, with every decision we take, we 

have to show that we are working for the Europe they want … 

Europe we all would be proud to live in.  

 

Thank you for your attention.   

 


