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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition No 1260/2019 by B.L.V. (Spanish) on reducing the environmental 
impact by teleworking

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner calls for the promotion and subsidisation of teleworking in IT- and administrative 
functions. The petitioner is in the view that teleworking would reduce the use of cars, buses and 
trains and consequently reduce the environmental pollution. Cities such as Madrid, with many 
administrative jobs and where, in her opinion, the presence in the office is unnecessary, would 
benefit from this measure. According to the petitioner, teleworking brings many advantages 
such as less need for the government to invest in trains, improvement of the employee’s 
satisfaction due to a better family life, less spending for transportation costs, reduction of 
depopulated areas and regularization of rental prices in the cities. Companies should be given 
subsidy if they reach a minimum threshold of teleworking or should be penalised for not 
reaching that threshold.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 7 April 2020. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 16 September 2021

With regard to the raised impact on wellbeing:

Prior to the current crisis (2019), 14.5% of EU workers worked from home, either usually 
(5.5%) or occasionally (9.0%)1. In 2020, this rose to 20.8% of workers, with a major increase 
in those working usually from home (12.2%). Telework varies strongly across countries, 

1 Eurostat, Labour Force Survey [lfsa_ehomp].
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occupations and sectors. This work arrangement is particularly prevalent in services, including 
information technology (IT) and financial services, as well as public administration2. Positive 
effects of telework for workers may include reduced commuting time, higher working time 
autonomy and better overall work–life balance. Companies might benefit from increased 
worker motivation, lower staff turnover and higher productivity. However, to realise these 
benefits, telework needs to be actively organised and managed by policy makers, workers, 
employers and social partners3. At the same time, generalised teleworking raises the need to 
reflect, for example, on the boundaries of contractual working time, and the balance between 
work and personal life4. It may also give rise to challenges in terms of occupational health and 
safety risks linked with this specific type of work arrangement. The forthcoming EU Strategic 
Framework on Occupational Health and Safety for 2021-20275 will address relevant 
occupational health and safety issues in light of, among others, the changes resulting from the 
changing world of work as well as new digital developments. In several Member States, policy-
makers and social partners are debating on potential legislative changes to facilitate 
homeworking or even to give a right to telework to certain categories of workers6.

With regard to the raised possible impact on depopulated areas:

Depopulation is indeed an issue in Spain. In the 2014-2020 programming period, the European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) supported, inter alia, the deployment of the broadband 
in several sparsely populated areas in Spain, as well as specific digital services both for the 
public administration and for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), that have proved 
very useful especially during the COVID-19 crisis. In the 2021-2027 programming period, the 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) will continue to support sparsely populated 
areas through integrated territorial strategies that encompass  economic development and access 
to basic services. The digital transition is a priority of the Commission. However, depopulation 
cannot be tackled by a single perspective and the digitalisation of sparsely populated areas shall 
be part of integrated strategies that tackle different economic and social dimensions in order to 
improve investments, quality of life and attract in-migration in these areas. The Spanish 
authorities shall propose a set of measures to tackle the challenges of depopulated areas during 
the negotiations of future cohesion policy programmes that will start in the coming months.

On regularisation of rental prices in large cities: 

The Commission is aware of the high rental prices in large cities in Spain, as acknowledged 
also in the 2020 Country Report for Spain7. House price developments vary greatly across 
regions, with larger increases in the major cities and the coastal areas, which have made housing 
less affordable, especially in the rental market and for younger households. Ensuring the 
availability of affordable and quality housing is a fundamental need that forms part of the 
United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals. In this context, the ERDF supports 

2 Eurofound (2019) Further exploring the working conditions of information and communications technology 
(ICT)-based mobile workers and home-based teleworkers. Working paper.
3 Eurofound and the International Labour Office (2017), Working anytime, anywhere: The effects on the world of 
work, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, and the International Labour Office, Geneva.
4 The European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, COM(2021) 102 final.
5 COM(2021) 323 final; https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021DC0323&qid=1626089672913#PP1Contents
6 Eurofound (2020), Telework and ICT-based mobile work: Flexible working in the digital age, New forms of 
employment series, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg.
7 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2020-european_semester_country-report-spain_es.pdf 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021DC0323&qid=1626089672913#PP1Contents
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021DC0323&qid=1626089672913#PP1Contents
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2020-european_semester_country-report-spain_es.pdf
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access to affordable housing for low-income groups in the current programming period, as part 
of integrated strategies. Again, the regularisation of rental prices in large cities depends on a set 
of integrated policies and cannot be tackled only by investments in support of teleworking. The 
implementation of the European Green Deal8, through the Renovation Wave Initiative9, the 
Social Climate Fund, proposed in the context of the Fit for 55 Package10, the Commission 
Recommendation on Energy Poverty11, the Commission proposal for the revision of the Energy 
Efficiency Directive12 and the steer and guidance for local action by the EU Energy Poverty 
Advisory Hub, will contribute to alleviate energy poverty and increase the quality of housing, 
in particular for medium and low-income households. Moreover, the Affordable Housing 
Initiative launched in 2021 will pilot 100 renovation districts in the EU13.

With regard to the climate impact:

The general impact on economic activity, including transport movements, during the COVID-
19 crisis clearly led to significantly reduced greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions within the Union. 
The Commission is currently still assessing its impact also with a view to future development 
of GHG emissions, and the contribution of energy efficiency targets to a revised GHG target 
for 2030, including due to possible changed economic growth and possible structural changes. 
Changing working habits and increased teleworking can be an example of such structural 
changes.

For assessing if teleworking has an overall long term net-benefit with regard to GHG emissions, 
compared to a situation without teleworking, more research is necessary to draw conclusions. 
Rebound effects from teleworking can be expected14. This relates to issues such as what the 
impact will be on household heating and cooling needs, or the impact of less frequent but longer 
distance commutes. 

This does not mean that teleworking does not have a role in the context of a holistic policy 
framework that limit GHG emissions by mainstreaming climate considerations in a broad range 
of policies that include transport, housing, traffic management, special planning and 
employment policies.

With regard to the environmental impacts of teleworking: 

Teleworking regimes are likely to affect mobility patterns. Mobility patterns in turn are one of 
the determinants of air quality in general, and of nitrogen dioxide in particular (it should be 
noted that nitrogen dioxide (NO2) is one of the pollutants being regulated under the Ambient 
Air Quality Directives15.

8 https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
9 COM(2020) 662 final; https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?qid=1603122220757&uri=CELEX:52020DC0662
10 COM(2021) 550 final; https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0550
11 Commission Recommendation (EU) 2020/1563 of 14 October 2020 on energy poverty, OJ L 357, 27.10.2020, 
p. 35–41.
12 COM(2021) 558 final; https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021PC0558
13 COM(2021)102 final; https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-
growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
14 “A systematic review of the energy and climate impacts of teleworking” http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/id/eprint/90965/ 
15 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/quality/existing_leg.htm

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1603122220757&uri=CELEX:52020DC0662
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1603122220757&uri=CELEX:52020DC0662
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0550
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021PC0558
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/id/eprint/90965/
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/quality/existing_leg.htm
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NO2 is a product derived from combustion processes and can be attributed to a large extent to 
road transport emissions. The transport sector is still the largest contributor to nitrogen oxides 
(NOx) emissions (48% in total NOx emissions in the EU in 2016). Estimates point to 7,700 
premature deaths in Spain attributable to NO2 each year. In addition, there is growing evidence 
that independently, this pollutant also causes a number of significant health problems such as 
an increase of symptoms of bronchitis and asthma, as well as lead to respiratory infections and 
reduced lung function and growth.

During the lockdown period, and especially in major cities, an increase in teleworking and a 
related decrease in traffic have been recorded. This has resulted in reduced levels of air pollution 
and in particular of NO2. In the city of Madrid for example, during the week of 16-22 March 
when lockdown measures were imposed, average NO2 levels went down by 56 % from one 
week to the next. Compared with the same week in 2019, the reduction was 41%16. However, 
a cautionary approach must be taken, as a proper assessment of air quality and the effects of 
measures needs a longer time period to discard rebound effects and the effect of favourable 
weather conditions for the dispersion of pollutants.

With regard to energy efficiency:

The current legislative framework, for example the Energy Efficiency Directive (EED) 
2012/27/EU as amended by Directive 2018/200217, already encourages Member States to 
implement measures reducing the energy consumption in the transport sector. To fulfil the 
energy savings obligation under Article 7 EED, Member States promote national, regional and 
local policy measures (in addition to energy/ carbon dioxide (CO2) tax measures) generating 
energy savings by reducing the need to travel, shifting travel to more energy efficient modes, 
and/or improving the efficiency of transport modes. With its Recommendation on transposing 
the energy savings obligations under the EED18, the Commission provided practical guidance 
on how Member States could reduce the need to travel or shifting travel to more energy efficient 
modes, e.g. good practices for investments in transport infrastructure to provide more options, 
including integrated cross-mode mass transit systems, shared bicycles and scooters that provide 
door-to-door options for travellers, and improved rules incentivising teleworking; road charging 
based on the level of congestion and/or CO2 emissions, and examples for fiscal instruments 
and revisions of existing regulations or taxation measures, e.g. through integrated land-use 
planning to favour development close to public transport infrastructure. Under the European 
Green Deal, the Commission has committed to stronger action on climate change. As the 
efficient use of energy is key in this regard, the Commission has proposed to strengthen the 
EED as part of the Fit for 55 Package, and will also assess the possible role of teleworking, 
taking possible rebound effects into consideration.

Teleworking shifts part of the energy consumption from services buildings to residential 
buildings. According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), although consumption declines 
in services buildings (including offices), the electricity consumption of European households 
was up by 40% in March and early April 2020 on a year-on-year basis. Overall, IEA estimated 
that a day of working from home could increase daily household energy consumption by 7% to 

16 https://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/air-pollution-goes-down-as
17 Directive 2012/27/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 on energy efficiency, 
amending Directives 2009/125/EC and 2010/30/EU and repealing Directives 2004/8/EC and 2006/32/EC Text 
with EEA relevance, OJ L 315, 14.11.2012, p. 1–56.
18 C(2019) 6621 final.

https://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/air-pollution-goes-down-as
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23% compared with a day working at the office19. Overall, the reduction of energy consumption 
from buildings is a key element of the European Green Deal, since buildings are a major source 
of energy-related emissions and there is still a considerable cost-effective energy efficiency 
potential. The Renovation Wave Strategy announced a set of measures aiming to further 
improve the energy performance of the building stock in line to the longer-term decarbonisation 
goals. Part of these measures addressing the better and faster renovation of the existing 
buildings stock and the construction of more efficient and very low emission new buildings are 
considered under the current revision of the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive. The 
implementing regulations under the Framework Ecodesign of energy using products and 
labelling directives contribute directly to the reduction of the energy consumption and related 
GHG emissions of appliances and buildings equipment and to facilitate the ability for citizens 
to make informed decisions.

Conclusion

The Commission has proposed a broad range of new policy initiatives under the European 
Green Deal with the aim of improving long-term sustainable growth. The initiatives undertaken 
will contribute to reducing environmental impacts and greenhouse emissions in all sectors. It 
will also focus on better consumer information and improved policies to reduce transport and 
building emissions. If done in a holistic manner, teleworking will also be part of the potential 
actions that contribute to reduced environmental and climate impacts. 

The Commission can indirectly help the petitioner through the European Climate Pact20. This 
initiative aims to engage citizens and communities in action for the transition towards a climate-
neutral society.

19 IEA, Energy Efficiency 2020. https://www.iea.org/reports/energy-efficiency-2020/buildings#abstract 
20 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/pact_en

https://www.iea.org/reports/energy-efficiency-2020/buildings#abstract
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/pact_en

