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LIFE programme

In a nutshell
LIFE, the EU's only funding programme entirely devoted to environmental objectives, is meant
to act as a catalyst for developments in this policy area. Its achievements since 1992 include:
improved conservation and restoration of some 4.7 million hectares of land; higher air quality
for some 12 million people; waste prevention of around 300 000 tonnes; and recycling of a
further 1 million tonnes. For 2014-20, LIFE has two components: environment and climate
action. In addition, the EU 'mainstreams' these objectives into many funding programmes,
with the aim of allocating 20% of its 2014-20 resources to climate-related expenditure.

EU's Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) heading and policy area
Heading 2 (Sustainable Growth:  Natural Resources)
Environment and climate action

2014-20 financial envelope (in current prices and as % of total MFF)
Commitments: € 3 456.66 million (0.32%)

2014 budget (in current prices and as % of total EU budget)
Commitments: €404.61 million (0.28%)
Payments: €264.06 million (0.19%)

2015 budget (in current prices and as % of total EU budget)
Commitments: €435.10 million (0.30%)
Payments: €350.49 million (0.25%)

Methods of implementation
Direct management (European Commission, Executive Agency for Small and Medium-sized
Enterprises) and indirect management (e.g. European Investment Bank).

In this briefing:
 EU role in the policy area: legal basis
 Objectives of the programme
 Funded actions
 Assessment of programme/actions
 Other EU programmes and action in the

same field
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EU role in the policy area: legal basis
Environmental policy, a shared competence between the European Union (EU) and its
Member States, is addressed by Part Three, Title XX of the Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union (TFEU). Article 191 TFEU defines the objectives of the EU's
environmental policy, including the role for the Union to play in promoting action on
the international stage and, since the Treaty of Lisbon, an explicit reference to fighting
climate change.

Based on Article 192 TFEU, the European Parliament (EP) and the Council agree on the
actions to achieve these objectives through the ordinary legislative procedure.1

Member States are to finance and to implement environmental policy, but the EU can
also take measures to this end. On 11 December 2013, the EP and the Council adopted
Regulation (EU) 1293/2013, establishing a funding programme, called LIFE,2 specifically
dealing with the environment and climate action for the 2014-20 period.

Objectives of the programme
The LIFE programme is meant to act as a catalyst, providing leverage that promotes
changes in the development and implementation of environmental and climate policies,
including by offering a platform for exchanging best practices and knowledge-sharing.

The programme has four general objectives: 1) contributing to the shift towards a
sustainable, low-carbon and climate-resilient economy, as well as to the protection of
the environment and of biodiversity; 2) improving the development, implementation
and enforcement of EU environmental and climate policy and legislation; 3) improving
environmental and climate governance at all levels, including better involvement of civil
society, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and local actors; and 4) supporting the
implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme.

LIFE now has two components, with three priority areas each and related specific
objectives: 'Environment', which gets three quarters of the €3.46 billion envelope for
2014-20, focuses on 'resource efficiency', 'nature and biodiversity' and 'environmental
governance and information'; 'Climate action', to which the remainder of the financial
envelope goes, is a novelty in the 2014-20 phase of the programme and supports
actions aimed at climate change mitigation, adaptation and governance/information.

Funded actions
During its first four phases (1992-2013), LIFE co-funded more than 4 170 projects to
address environment- and climate-related issues (see table 1), with the total
EU contribution amounting to about €3.4 billion.3 Financing was mainly provided
through grants, which is also the case for the 2014-20 period, since at least 81% of the
budgetary resources must be spent through action grants. However, the current
programme introduces the possibility of delivering part of this support through financial
instruments instead, with the European Investment Bank (EIB) in charge of managing
two tools ('Natural Capital Financing Facility' and 'Private Finance for Energy Efficiency
instruments') that provide funding opportunities in the form of loans or equity
investments. In addition, LIFE can disburse operating grants to support the operational
and administrative costs of NGOs working on environment and climate in the EU.

Interventions are meant to act as a catalyst for the implementation and development
of EU environmental and climate policies. In addition to traditional projects aimed at
testing or disseminating environmental techniques and approaches (e.g. pilot,

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1422354594503&uri=CELEX:32013R1293
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013D1386
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/bibliotheque/briefing/2013/130605/LDM_BRI(2013)130605_REV1_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/bibliotheque/briefing/2013/130605/LDM_BRI(2013)130605_REV1_EN.pdf
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demonstration and best practice projects), Regulation (EU) 1293/2013 introduces the
category of 'integrated projects' to implement environmental or climate plans and
strategies required by EU legislation on a large territorial scale (i.e. regional, multi-
regional, national or trans-national). Integrated projects are also meant to create a
strong link and ensure consistency between actions funded by LIFE and those financed
under other EU spending programmes (see section on 'other EU programmes and action').

The conservation of nature and biodiversity remains an important area of action for
LIFE, which has for example supported the establishment and management of the
Natura 2000 network of nature protection areas across the EU. Project achievements
include: stopping the decline of fish biodiversity
in the Prespa basin by disseminating sustainable
fishery practice (Greece); restoration of
endangered peatland and wet habitats in the
Hautes-Fagnes plateau (Belgium); and reopening
of oxbow lakes in the Emajõgi River and in the
Alam-Pedja Natura 2000 site, which contributed
to increasing the population of priority fish
species (Estonia).

In addition, over the past two decades, the
programme has dealt with a wide range of
environment-related topics, such as air quality,
resource efficiency, soil, urban development,
waste and water. Examples of projects are:
better monitoring of air to improve management
of urban traffic and air quality in Salamanca
(Spain); innovative technological solutions to
increase both the environmental performance of
fridges and the productivity of their
manufacturing process (Italy); strengthened
standards and auditing practices to deal with the
collection and recycling of waste electrical and
electronic equipment, which contains hazardous
substances (Belgium); and the development of a
strategy to counter urban flood-risk from climate
change in Riga (Latvia).

Assessment of programme/actions
In a 2009 special report on the nature projects
funded by LIFE, the European Court of Auditors
(ECA) concluded that overall the audited
measures had contributed to the conservation
of the targeted species and habitats. The ECA
added that the European Commission had
significantly enhanced its management and
control systems since the introduction of LIFE in
1992, but noted that there was still room for
improvement to ensure the long-term
sustainability of the projects financed.

Table 1 - LIFE projects by lead partner country
(1992-2013)

Number of
LIFE projects

Number of
projects
selected in
2013

Year when the
first project
was  selected

BE 164 4 1992

BG 19 1 2007

CZ 11 1 2004

DK 90 2 1992

DE 328 6 1992

EE 32 1 1992

IE 57 3 1992

GR 218 5 1992

ES 699 69 1992

FR 334 18 1992

HR 16 1 1995

IT 723 47 1992

CY 38 3 1992

LV 42 3 1994

LT 15 3 1995

LU 22 3 1993

HU 54 6 2000

MT 18 0 1993

NL 179 6 1992

AT 98 3 1995

PL 69 11 1993

PT 146 4 1992

RO 67 6 1999

SI 37 4 1993

SK 30 1 2003

FI 136 2 1995

SE 131 4 1995

UK 226 11 1992
Non-EU
countries 176 0 1992

Data source: Based on European Commission data.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1422354594503&uri=CELEX:32013R1293
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/index_en.htm
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More recently, the ECA's special report 15/2013 examined the effectiveness of the
environment component of past LIFE programmes, highlighting a number of
weaknesses and recommending that the dissemination and replication of successful
projects be improved. The ECA provided the example of an Italian project which
succeeded in implementing a sustainable process to reduce and recycle waste in the
ceramic sector, but was not replicated. Other criticisms include: the excessive number
of objectives in comparison with the rather limited financial envelope and the presence
of national allocations for projects, which led to their assessment being based not only
on merit but also on geographic origin. The Commission agreed to a large extent with
the ECA's recommendations and the 2014-20 programme adopted by the EP and the
Council seeks to streamline the objectives, while eliminating, as of 2018, national
allocations for all categories of projects except integrated projects.

A number of evaluations of the 2007-13 programme were carried out for the European
Commission. For example, a 2010 study analysed potential obstacles for applicants in
new Member States to access LIFE funding at EU level (e.g. level of co-financing and
duration of selection procedure) and at national level (e.g. low visibility of the
programme in the country and lack of interest in it from national authorities), as well as
ways of addressing these difficulties. The high impact that more active promotion of the
programme by the Member State can have was exemplified by the case of Poland,
where the absorption of LIFE funding grew from 2.5% to 78% in two years.

In 2011, when presenting its proposal for the 2014-20 programme, the Commission
produced an impact assessment4 identifying some features of LIFE that appear to be, by
and large, in line with a number of the ECA's observations. Nature projects, which
mainly involved public co-financing, were able to achieve critical mass, since 50% of
available resources were focused on the implementation of just two directives. This was
not the case for environment projects, which were successful in mobilising private
funding, but had much greater variety in objectives, thus reducing the capacity to
produce additional impact beyond the individual project. Overall, the Commission's
evaluation of the programme was positive and the impact assessment explained the
different options that had been examined to address the issue of critical mass and other
identified weaknesses.

In addition, the Commission document notes that the majority of stakeholders agreed
on the usefulness of a dedicated financial tool for the environment at EU level, one
reason for this being the still inadequate and uneven implementation of environmental
policy across the EU and the need to enhance the capacity of Member States in this
respect. This appears to be in line with the analysis of other impact assessments,5

according to which inadequate implementation of the policy acquis, and insufficient
incentives for investment in environment and climate action are two obstacles to the
achievement of environmental objectives in the EU.

A 2012 study drew conclusions and recommendations on the implementation of LIFE,
which the Commission took into account, together with previous assessments, for its
final evaluation of the 2007-13 phase.6 According to the Commission, LIFE has proved to
be an effective tool with EU added value, and its achievements since 1992 include:
improved conservation and restoration of some 4.7 million hectares of land; increased
water quality over an area of approximately 3 million hectares; higher air quality for
some 12 million people; waste prevention of around 300 000 tonnes and recycling of a
further 1 million tonnes; and 1.13 million tonnes reductions of CO2 emissions per year.

http://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR13_15/QJAB13015ENN.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/about/documents/120418_ex_sum_final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/about/documents/121214_conclusions.pdf
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With regard to the challenges identified, such as the need for more strategic and
targeted programming, better measurable monitoring and faster selection procedures,
the Commission said that its proposal for 2014-20 sought to address these aspects.

As for the 2014-20 programme, its mid-term evaluation is due in 2017 with a view to
tracking progress against a set of indicators (e.g. percentage restored of surface and
type of ecosystems targeted by LIFE projects; number of LIFE interventions suitable for
being replicated or transferred; and number of persons covered by projects which
progress towards improved air quality), as well as monitoring efficiency and the use of
resources. By 2023, an ex-post evaluation will assess the overall results of the 2014-20
phase.7

Contribution to green jobs and skills

LIFE is not an employment-creation scheme, but funded projects have contributed to creating
green jobs, reorienting production processes and developing green skills, according to the
European Commission. For example, some 300 new jobs have resulted from two LIFE projects in
Sweden and Italy that reduced waste and increased resource efficiency in the distribution
chains of grocery goods and fruit and vegetables respectively. A project in Austria provided
construction professionals with training in sustainable building practices. Another project in
Spain aimed at disseminating profitable organic farming techniques, while at the same time
countering soil degradation in the Mediterranean.

Other EU programmes and action in the same field
The EU mainstreams environmental and climate objectives into many of its policies and
funding programmes. Under the EU's 2014-20 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF),
at least 20% of EU expenditure should be climate-related further to a Commission
proposal endorsed by the European Council and the EP. According to the methodology
developed by the European Commission to track progress against this objective, both
the 2014 and 2015 EU budgets devote more than €17.5 billion to climate-related
expenditure, accounting for around 12.5% of the total (see figure 1).

Along the same lines, yearly spending relating to protecting biodiversity and
strengthening the resilience of ecosystems is estimated at more than €11.5 billion
(around 8.3% of the EU budget).

Various EU funding programmes include expenditure predominantly or significantly
related to environmental and/or climate objectives. For example, it is estimated that
Horizon 2020, the EU framework programme financing research and innovation
activities, allocates more than €2 billion annually to climate-related expenditure, with
one of its components specifically devoted to 'Climate action, environment, resource
efficiency and raw materials' and others involving environmental aspects (e.g. 'Secure,
clean and efficient energy' or 'Smart, green and integrated transport'). The European
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) includes expenditure to protect
ecosystems dependent on agriculture and forestry, as well as to support the shift
towards a low-carbon and climate-resilient economy in these economic sectors, with
the total amount estimated at €5.6 billion in 2014. The same year, some €4.2 billion of
cohesion policy expenditure is related to climate action.

In addition, the EU launches pilot projects and preparatory actions in the field of
environment, with 2014 examples including: development of prevention activities to
halt desertification in Europe; marine litter recovery; and strategic environmental
impact assessment on the development of the European Arctic.

http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/life-creating-great-jobs-and-skills-pbKHAJ13001/?CatalogCategoryID=r1sKABstjgMAAAEjvIYY4e5K
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/climate-action-environment-resource-efficiency-and-raw-materials
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/climate-action-environment-resource-efficiency-and-raw-materials
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Two EU decentralised agencies,
in particular, are involved in
environmental policies. The
European Environment Agency
(EEA), established in the 1990s
and located in Copenhagen, is
tasked with the provision of
sound and independent infor-
mation on the environment. In
Helsinki, the European
Chemicals Agency (ECHA)
carries out environment-
related activities in the fields of
legislation on biocides and on
import and export of
dangerous chemicals.

In addition, the European Commission8 has delegated to the Executive Agency for Small
and Medium-sized Enterprises (EASME) the management of several EU programmes,
including in the area of environment and climate action (e.g. part of LIFE, and the calls
for proposals in the field of waste under the Horizon 2020 programme).

Endnotes
1 With some exceptions, since a special legislative procedure applies to actions relating to a number of fields

(e.g. quantitative management of water resources and land use), where the Council decides by unanimity and the
EP is only consulted.

2 LIFE is the acronym for 'L'Instrument Financier pour l'Environnement' (financial instrument for the environment).
MEP Alain Lamassoure (EPP, France) is credited with finding the name.

3 The financial envelope for the 2014-20 period practically equals what was disbursed over 22 years, representing the
highest ever for LIFE.

4 Commission Staff Working Paper, SEC(2011)1541 final: Impact assessment accompanying the document on the
Proposal for a Regulation on the establishment of a Programme for the Environment and Climate Action (LIFE).

5 See for example: Initial appraisal of a European Commission impact assessment (European Commission proposal on
a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020), European Parliament, Impact Assessment Unit, 2013.

6 Commission Communication COM(2013)478 final of 28 June 2013: Final evaluation of Regulation (EC) No 614/2007
concerning the Financial Instrument for the Environment (LIFE+).

7 See also: 'Review Clauses in EU Legislation – A Rolling Check-List', European Parliament, European Parliamentary
Research Service, 2014, p. 22.

8 Commission Decision C(2013) 9414.
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Figure 1 - 2014 EU budget: share of climate-related expenditure

Data source: Based on European Commission data.
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