
Implementation of EU environmental law 
 

Background 

The effectiveness of EU environmental policy is largely determined by its 
implementation at national, regional and local levels. At present, however, deficient 
application and enforcement remains a major problem in the field of environmental law. 
This is illustrated by a growing number of infringement cases as well as a steadily 
increasing number of complaints concerning instances of non-compliance with 
Community law, that are being investigated by the European Commission. The need for 
improved implementation has thus been recognised as a key priority both of the Fifth and 
the Sixth Environmental Action Programmes. In particular, Decision No 1600/2002/EC 
of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 July 2002 laying down the Sixth 
Community Environment Action Programme identifies "a more effective implementation 
and enforcement of Community legislation on the environment" as one of its strategic 
objectives. It calls for measures to improve respect for Community rules on the protection 
of the environment, the promotion of improved standards of inspection, monitoring and 
enforcement by Member States and a more systematic review of the application of 
environmental legislation across the Member States.  

 
The European Parliament's recommendations 

The European Parliament strongly supports the objective of prompt, uniform and 
effective implementation of EU environmental law. In May 1996 the Commission and 
European Parliament held a joint public hearing entitled "Challenges to environmental 
protection: Making the legislation work" in which the importance of the implementation 
stage was highlighted. In 1997, the European Parliament in a Resolution called on the 
Commission to produce and publicise annual reports on progress in adopting and 
implementing EU environmental legislation. It is thus in response to the invitations of the 
European Parliament that the Commission is now publishing annual surveys on the 
implementation and enforcement of Community environmental law. The latest report of 
this kind has been published in 2004. Finally, in 2001 the European Parliament and the 
Council adopted a recommendation providing for minimum criteria for environmental 
inspections in the Member States with a view to ensure greater compliance and a more 
uniform application and implementation of Community legislation on the environment.  

The Environment Committee's role 

Implementation issues have been high on the agenda of the Environment Committee's 
meetings over the last few years. The Committee now draws up follow-up reports each 
year, in which it looks at adopted EU legislation in the environment and related fields, 
examines problems of implementation and evaluates whether the legislation is, or is not, 
meeting its initial objectives. Moreover, in the context of Committee question time, 
Members of the Environment Committee have regularly tabled questions to the 
Commission, a large number of which relating to the state of implementation of 
environmental law. In addition to individual questions posed by Members of the 
European Parliament to the Commission, the Environment Committee in agreement with 
the Commission in March 2002 set up a system of regular sessions devoted to 
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implementation issues. Since then, Committee sessions on implementation of EU 
environmental law have been taking place on a regular and, if possible, bimonthly basis. 
In advance of these meetings, Members of the Environment Committee submit questions 
relating to the implementation of environmental law in general, questions on the 
implementation of particular pieces of legislation such as regulations and Directives and 
questions concerning the application of environmental legislation in relation to specific 
development projects carried out in the Member States. Likewise, the growing interest 
among Committee Members in the application of environmental legislation in candidate 
countries has been reflected more recently by an increasing number of questions on the 
situation in these countries. Implementation questions are answered during the sessions 
by a Commission representative, normally followed by a debate and exchange of views. 
The Committee discussions on implementation issues are meant to provide for systematic 
treatment of these matters within the Committee. Their aim is to raise awareness of 
implementation problems both among decision-makers and the public at large, to support 
and supervise the Commission's efforts to fulfil their obligations as guardian of the Treaty 
and finally to contribute to the timely, uniform and complete application of EU 
environmental legislation throughout Europe.  

Specific implementation issues 

A number of specific implementation issues have been discussed on numerous occasions 
within the European Parliament. One such issue was the Spanish National Hydrological 
Plan which was raised on several occasions in committee question time (4 November 
2002 [question 5], 25 March 2003 [question 6] and 2 October 2003 [questions 8.1 and 
8.2]), was examined by a delegation from the Environment Committee in February 2003 
and was again discussed in the presence of Commissioners Wallström and Barnier on 16 
December 2003.  
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