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At the Joint meeting between the EFTA Consultative Committee (CSC) and the EFTA 
Standing Committee on 30 March 2000 (C/50/M/002), the Standing Committee Chairman 
invited the CSC to produce an opinion to assist the Standing Committee in its discussions on 
the EU´s sixth Environmental Action Programme. 
 
Mr. Halvor Wøien from the Norwegian Trade Union Confederation was appointed rapporteur. 
The EFTA Consultative Committee adopted the following opinion by written procedure in 
March 2001. 
 
 
I INTRODUCTION 
 
1. The principles and objectives of EU environmental policy have over the years been 
presented in action programmes. The 5th EAP1 was adopted in 1992 and came to an end in 
2000. Since 1994, the EAP was part of the EEA Agreement. The programme was the 
Community’s main response to the Rio Earth Summit and set out an ambitious vision for 
sustainable development in Europe. However, in a progress report presented in 1996, the 
Commission identified that although progress was made, more efforts were required to move 
sustainability forward. 
 
2. On that background, the 5th programme was subject of a “Global Assessment”2 which 
intended to serve as a basis for discussion on what the 6th EAP should contain. In December 
1999, The Global Assessment was presented to the EU Helsinki Summitt, which requested 
the Commission to prepare by the end of 2000 a proposal for a 6th EAP. The new programme 
was eventually presented by the Commission in late January 2001. 
 
3. Besides the “Global Assessment”, the preparation of the 6th EAP has taken into 
account the European Environment Agency 1999 State of the Environment Report, the results 
of the 1999 Eurobarometer and ongoing studies and research. It has been subject of a 
comprehensive process and has called for active involvement which has included Member 
States, business, the general public, and a range of relevant organisations and other 
stakeholders.  
 
 
II THE ENVIRONMENT IN EUROPE: TRENDS AND ACTIONS 
 
4. The state of environment in Europe may briefly be characterised as follows: There are 
signs of improvement in some sectors, but the overall status of the environment is not 
improving. While positive trends are to be seen in areas such as acid rains, ozone and surface 
waters, there are negative trends in priority issues such as natural landscapes, biodiversity, 
waste, chemical pollution and greenhouse gasses. The major outcome of this trend is – apart 

                                                           
1

  “Towards sustainability”. The European Community Programme of policy and action in relation to the environment and 
sustainable development. 

2
  Communication from the Commission – Europe’s Environment: What directions for the future? The Global Assessment of the 

European Community Programme of Policy and Action in relation to the environment and sustainable development, “Towards 
Sustainability”  (COM(1999) 543 final). 
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from depletion of the environment – decrease in the overall quality of life, e.g. increasing 
health problems as for instance asthma, psychosocial problems and noise disturbances.3 
 
5. The importance of environment and sustainable development has been established 
through article 6 of the Amsterdam Treaty. It calls for environmental protection requirements 
to be integrated into the definition and implementation of all other policies. The 5th EAP 
identified five target sectors into which environmental concerns should be integrated: 
industry, energy, transport, agriculture and tourism. The integration process was also 
highlighted by the Cardiff European Council in 1998. There are however few signs that 
adequate integration has taken place in any of the sectors. This is most likely due to the 
sector-oriented management of policies in both the EU and the Member States. 
 
6. More than 2000 acts are established to handle environmental issues in the EU. Yet – 
even though the legal instruments exist – environmental legislation itself is not sufficient to 
improve the environment. The 5th EAP was comprehensive and detailed, and has made 
progress in putting into place new instruments. The instruments have however had little 
impact, largely because the EAP has lacked a strategic and political significance. It has – for 
instance - failed to include the social and economic dimensions in the concept of sustainable 
development in a sufficient manner. 
 
 
III THE 6TH ENVIRONMENTAL ACTION PROGRAMME 
 
7. The 6th Environmental Action Plan is an outline of the general aims and priorities 
proposed by the Commission for the Community environmental action in the next ten years. 
The new programme identifies four priority areas:  
 
 Climate change: Beyond the aim assigned to the EU through the climate negotiations (8% 

cut over 1990 levels by 2008-12), the Commission is proposing to reach a fall of global 
emission of 20-40% by 2020. At the EU level, structural changes will have to be made in 
the transport and energy sector. 

 Nature and biodiversity: The Commission suggests the implementation of a series of 
sector based action plans, and stresses the full implementation of environmental 
legislation. 

 Environment and health: A broad approach comprising a focus on vulnerable population 
groups, the management of risks presented by chemical substances and pesticides, the 
implementation of framework directives on water and ambient noise, and improved 
systems for air quality monitoring. 

 Natural resources and waste: A focus on decoupling of waste production from economic 
growth. 

 

                                                           
3  Address by EU Environment Commissioner Margot Wallström at the EU Economic and Social Committee, Section for 

Agriculture, Rural Development and the Environment session meeting, 15 November 1999: “An overall assessment of the 
sustainable development programme and future priorities”. 
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8. To achieve improvements in these areas, the new Programme sets out five key 
approaches:  
 
 Ensure the implementation of existing environmental legislation - especially the need for 

full implementation of Community legislation in Member States. 

 Integrate environmental concerns into all relevant policy areas - especially in the 
agricultural, transport, energy and country planning sectors. 

 Work closely with business and consumers to identify solutions - especially in view of 
finding environmentally-friendly modes of production and consumption.  

 Ensure better and more accessible information on the environment for citizens.  

 Develop a more environmentally conscious attitude towards land use. 
 
9. According to the Commission, these approaches emphasise the need for more 
effective implementation and more innovative solutions. Legislation is not abandoned, but a 
more effective use of legislation is sought together with a more participatory approach to 
policy making. The Commission recognises that a wider constituency must be addressed, 
including business. It calls for the active involvement and accountability of all sections of 
society. 
 
10. The new EAP continues to pursue some of the targets from the 5th EAP. According to 
the Commission, the new EAP goes further, adopting a more strategic approach. The new 
EAP provides the environmental component of the Community’s forthcoming strategy for 
sustainable development. 
 
 
IV SOME COMMENTS ON THE NEW PROGRAMME  
 

11. EFTA Consultative Committee (CSC) considers the following issues regarding a 6th 
Environmental Action Programme for Europe as important: 
 
12. The environment issue is complex in the sense that it relates both to the range of 
physical/chemical properties and ecological conditions on one hand, and the interplay with 
major societal issues - i.e. the social and economic sectors – on the other. Especially the 
sustainability concept underlines the need to see the environmental problems also in a broader 
context. The CSC regards a broad and long-term focus on issues relating to the environment 
to be a key factor in the overall development process in Europe and globally. Individually and 
in co-operation, the European countries should commit themselves to halt and reverse the 
negative environmental trends faced in Europe, and to contribute to a globally sound 
environment. We need to increase the understanding of both the ecological and the social, 
economic and cultural issues relating to environmental challenges. 
 

13. Assuming that sufficient commitment is established and that an appropriate mix of 
instruments is used, the CSC believes that the market is an efficient arena for encouraging the 
development of environmentally friendly forms of production and consumption in a wide 
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sense. Environmentally friendly production and the development of new environmental 
technologies will also create jobs in existing and new industries and result in new economic 
activities. A prerequisite is an active environmental policy based on stakeholder 
communication.  
 
14. The Commission proposes a legally binding general framework programme, and 
intends to make the EAP a more strategic document in order to guide the general political 
direction. While this seems as an appropriate move, the framework programme would benefit 
from the development of more specific action plans. These should not necessarily be strictly 
sector based, but perhaps focus more on an integrated approach to development patterns in 
Europe, as for instance the environmental implications and challenges related to quality of 
life, production and consumption, and investments and trade. 
 
15. The Programme typically outlines qualitative objectives, sometimes within the 
medium-term 2010 timeframe, and sometime long-term beyond the timeframe of the 
Programme. The process needs more qualitative targets translated into quantitative objectives 
– especially when it comes to resource use. The process could also benefit from a medium-
term and long-term timetable for the attainment of the quantitative objectives. As far as 
possible, the quantitative objectives should be translated into quantified objectives for 
individual Member States. National Action Plans should as far as possible contain branch 
targets. A well-meaning strategic policy is less useful if the policy can not be translated into 
clear quantified and time-framed objectives and place the responsibility at appropriate levels 
of administration. 
 
16. The Programme does not put sufficient emphasis on the enlargement process. 
Compared to the four priority areas laid down in the Programme, we may envisage that the 
total environmental challenges faced in the 12 candidate countries are substantial. This relates 
to old production processes and infrastructure, but also to which degree the environment is a 
priority concern in the new economies – both at the State level and among citizens. That there 
currently is a “better balance between public and private transport in Candidate Countries” 
does not give a realistic indication of the situation and the prospects for improvements in 
these countries. Enlargement puts a sense of urgency on sectoral integration – especially in 
the field of agriculture and transport. “Environment and the enlargement process” should be 
included as a priority concern in the new programme.  
 
17. The increased emphasis on market based instruments is promising. Legislation has a 
place in the policy toolbox, but the old “command and control” approach should be replaced 
by a concern for cost-effectiveness of policies. This means a move towards the broad range of 
non-legislative tools such as self regulation, voluntary agreement and negotiated settlements. 
It should however be clear that these tools are most effective when strict regulations will be 
put in place in a situation of non compliance. Environmental taxes should be designed so that 
they provide incentives for companies to invest in more environmentally-friendly or less 
resource intensive technology. It is essential to harmonise between States to avoid the fear 
within industry of losses in competitiveness. 
 
18. The continued focus on partnership with business should be welcomed. Industry 
constantly seeks new innovations, and without consultations these are often overlooked in the 
policy making process. It is encouraging that the new EMAS II regulation makes the 
registration process easier. There is however a challenge how to improve participation from 
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SMEs in environmental management systems. There is a huge potential which deserve 
increased attention and support. 
 
19. Environmental improvements require concerted engagement and action by many 
stakeholders. Consumers need easily available and understandable information. 
Environmental friendly products need well oriented consumers. Environmental awareness is 
crucial if the marked should contribute to environmental improvements. Consumer 
information needs to be enhanced so that the right choices can be made easily. Today, this 
exercise is for the especially interested consumers. The EAP count too much on the traditional 
eco-label schemes and the awareness of citizens. While awareness is an essential prerequisite, 
it requires that producers and dealers present the ecological footprint of products and services. 
 
20. The chapter on climate change mirrors the active engagement by EU in the climate 
negotiations. However - although the EU has achieved its commitment to stabilise its CO2 
emissions in 2000 at 1990 levels - gas emissions are not expected to fall by 2010 if no further 
measures are taken. The forecast increase is mainly due to emissions from the transport 
sector. Emissions from the transport sector were also highlighted under the 5th EAP, but the 
negative trend has steadily increased. The EU has largely failed to decouple emissions from 
economic growth. Although specific measures like energy-efficiency and energy saving may 
contribute, one needs to foresee a comprehensive structural change in the transport and energy 
sector to comply with the Kyoto targets. The failure of the climate negotiations in the Hague 
in November 2000 shows that this issue may not be solved by flexible mechanisms alone, but 
rather that industrialised countries seriously consider their production and consumption 
patterns, and to a larger degree “clean up their own houses”.   
 
21. The Programme puts increased emphasis on relations between environment and 
health.  Health problems are perhaps the most serious adverse impact of a deteriorating 
environment caused by pesticides, chemicals and air pollutants, and the often unknown 
reactions between various mediums. The Programme suggests a more holistic approach 
through an Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control concept assessing the impacts of 
industrial installations. While a concern for the public health is highlighted, little is said about 
the exposure to dangerous mediums at the workplaces. The relations between the working 
environment and the “external” environment need to be explored if essential improvements 
are to be expected. 
 
22. The chapter on the sustainable use of natural resources and management of wastes 
focuses on the increased pressure on renewable resources and the adverse impacts of the use 
of non-renewable resources on the environment and human health. The Programme objective 
is the decoupling of resource use from economic growth. The Thematic Strategy is not 
convincing in its plan to reduce consumption, change the demands, and improve the 
efficiency. A realistic outlook is that the “Factor 10” outlook4 requires a substantial increase 
in support to research and technological development. In this perspective, the Programme 
target of reduction in the quantity of waste going to final disposal by 50% by 2050 compared 
to 2000 is not particularly impressive.  
 
                                                           
4  “Factor 10” is a measure for resource productivity, i.e. gives a quantitative objective for material input per unit production. Factor 

10 means ten times less input (energy and materials) to produce the same amount of services or goods. Neither factor nor 
timeframe are quantified in the Programme. 
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V CONCLUSION: EFTA IMPLICATIONS OF THE 6TH EAP 
 

23. The EFTA Consultative Committee sees obvious reasons why the EAP is relevant 
also to the EFTA countries: As nature and pollution see no boundary, environmental 
performance in one country has most often implications for a wider geographical area. Air 
and water pollution are among the most pronounced examples. This situation calls for 
concerted action and international collaboration. With the recommended changes and 
amendments, the 6th EAP has the potential of becoming an all-European tool-kit for 
environmental improvement.  
 
24. It is however clear that for instance Northern, Central, Eastern and Southern Europe 
have different environmental challenges. The relevance of the EAP Framework Programme 
for the various EFTA countries will therefore also differ. The potential sub-programmes will 
have to take regional disparities into account, especially the situation in applicant countries. 
 

25. The 5th EAP became part of the EEA Agreement when it entered into force on 1 
January 1994. There are reasons to believe that also the 6th EAP will be part of the EEA 
Agreement. The EFTA Consultative Committee calls on the EEA EFTA States to ensure 
the incorporation of the 6th EAP into Protocol 31 of the EEA Agreement.  
 
26. Being different from its predecessor, the 6th EAP will eventually be established as a 
legally binding framework programme through co-decision between the Parliament and the 
Council. Although legally binding, the strategic Framework Programme as such will have few 
practical implications for the Member States – those being EFTA or EEA EFTA States – until 
the EAP is followed by sub-programmes with more quantitative objectives. EEA EFTA States 
will then have to comply with regulations and legislative measures. At this stage it is not clear 
when the Framework Programme wil be made operational with more concrete and practically 
focused sub-programmes.  
  
27. A potential adverse impact emanating from environmental regulations under the EEA 
agreement is the difficulties for individual countries to strengthen national rules compared to 
common EEA regulations. An EU programme should serve as a leading framework for 
national environmental policy, but should not restrict the possibilities for establishing national 
targets ahead of other EEA or EFTA countries. 
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