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Foreword

These are ‘interesting times” for environment policy. When I started my mandate
as European Commissioner for Environment over two years ago, we were still on
the crest of a green wave, although it was beginning to curl under along with the
dipping economy. In the years prior to that, against a background of what seemed
like permanent growth and prosperity, the environment had enjoyed something of
a vogue. We saw politicians and businesses trying to out-green each other. World
leaders said grand words about climate change and protecting biodiversity and
every car advert showed a low-consumption vehicle alone in a pristine environ-
ment, perhaps surrounded by cute furry animals.

But in the current economic climate, there is a real danger that environmental
progress is seen as a luxury we can no longer afford. Environment is thought to
bring costs rather than economic benefits. This could not be further from the truth,
and this message needs to be spread worldwide. With the growing world popu-
lation and increasing shortages, we have to start using resources more efficiently.
And ‘resources’ means not just wood, minerals and metals but also water, fertile
soil and clean air. Not only are these essential components of the environment
but they are also vital inputs that keep our economy functioning. If we use them
more efficiently, our production and business costs will go down, making
us more competitive and creating more jobs. Of course we will need to make
processes more efficient — and invent new processes — but these innovative eco-
industries are another area of economic growth where Europe can then lead the
world. And there are opportunities for ‘greening’ all economic sectors. So there
is no conflict between managing resources to protect the environment and
economic prosperity.

What is needed are some fundamental changes in behaviour, not just on
environmental matters but in all policy areas. In fact, it could be argued that
‘environment’ is not a separate sector in the same way as agriculture or transport
but is a part of every aspect of life. Where we live, and the houses we live in; how
much we travel, and the modes of transport we use; how much we buy, and where
it comes from — and this applies not just to food but all the products we consume.
There are so many small choices that can make a world of difference — or a
different world. It is up to political leaders to explain the reasoning behind different
choices and their economic and environmental benefits.



xviii Foreword

In terms of environment policy, the EU still tends to set global standards — and
continues to enjoy the support of the vast majority of its citizens. Since the last
edition of this book in 2005, we have been learning to live together as a Union of
27. The ten new countries which joined in 2004 added vast areas of land — much
of it virgin countryside — which has considerably enriched our natural heritage.
Much of this is now part of our Natura 2000 network of protected areas which
covers almost 20 per cent of the EU.

Another significant EU achievement has been REACH, our scheme to promote
substitution of dangerous chemicals and to foster innovation of new and safer
substances. We have been working to improve the quality of our inland waters and
our seas. And we have made real improvements in our waste collection and
treatment; in some countries rates of landfill — the worst solution to the waste
problem — are now virtually zero.

It could be argued that we now have all the environment legislation we need —
although new challenges keep coming up, such as ship dismantling, nanotech-
nology, shale gas, phosphorus and so on. But laws alone are not enough. We need
to make more effort to ensure that they are properly applied throughout the EU.
Full implementation of our laws is a matter not just for European and national
authorities, but also for local authorities, businesses and citizens. Which is why
this book is so valuable. By teaching what EU environment policy is and why and
how it is made, this book should ensure that later generations understand it and
respect it as vital for our survival and prosperity.

Janez Potocnik
European Commissioner for Environment
Brussels



Preface

If ‘a week is’, to use former UK Prime Minister Harold Wilson’s well-known
phrase, ‘a long time in politics’, then the seven years which have elapsed since the
publication of the second edition of this book, in 2005, seem like an eternity. A
huge amount has changed in the European Union (EU). Two more states (Romania
and Bulgaria) have joined as members and there are several more in the long queue
to join, including Croatia, Iceland and Turkey. The Lisbon Treaty was adopted
after a long and tortuous ratification process, creating new EU-level actors
including, for the first time, the equivalent of a foreign ministry — the European
External Agency Service — and a President of the European Council.

What about the EU’s environmental policy? Does it exhibit the same sense
of change? On the face of it, no. In many ways, it is no longer the energetic and
slightly unpredictable policy sector that it once was. In fact, many chapters in this
new edition show how it has settled into a more predictable pattern of develop-
ment, underpinned by norms, procedures and, of course, lots and lots of detailed
rules. Mature and more settled, yes, but certainly not static; it has continued to
produce new policies and new politics sometimes in unforeseen and unexpected
ways. A whole raft of new climate and energy policies emerged in the late 2000s,
for example; new sources of energy such as biofuels and oil from tar sands have
been intensively debated in Brussels; and the Parliament has significantly re-
strengthened its influence over more aspects of national policy development.

But what has really changed since 2005 is the wider political and economic
context in which the EU processes all its policies, including those addressing the
environment. Politically, the EU as a whole has moved decisively to the right since
2005. By the end of 2011, only three of the 27 states were led by centre-left parties
— Austria, Denmark and Slovenia. Crucially, in none of the six largest, most
populous states, including Germany, was the left in overall control. One has to go
right back to the early 1980s to find the last time that the parties of the right were
so strongly in the ascendant. This is important because environmental policy has
tended to advance further and faster when parties of the centre and the centre left
are in control. The public too is more sceptical of the EU and more willing to
challenge its existence. Turn-outs in European elections have continued to fall,
Eurosceptical parties are on the rise in many states, and the public seems far less
inclined to vote through new treaties in national referenda, limiting the ability to
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make further quantum leaps in European integration. And, most crucially of all, the
economic situation in Europe has worsened appreciably, especially following the
onset of the sovereign debt crisis in 2008. First of all in Greece and then later in
Spain and Italy, politicians have struggled to secure political backing for austerity
measures sought by the EU.

Together, these changes in the wider context have rudely confirmed some basic
facts about the EU that had hitherto been hidden — that it is, au fond, an elite
project, introduced without a political vote; that its popularity is ultimately
sustained not by strong environmental policies, but by continuing economic
growth and prosperity; and that there may be hard political limits to an ‘ever
closer Union’. In 2012, the EU found itself in the eye of an intense storm, trying
desperately to mediate between catastrophically indebted member state economies
and international financial markets. For the very first time, the existence of the
Euro — and with it the EU itself — began to be openly questioned. Until then, this
whole issue was strictly taboo. Can the EU improvise its way out of what the
Commission President, José Manuel Barroso, described in his 2011 state of the
union address as the ‘the biggest challenge in the history of our Union’? That is
very much the question of the moment and the foreseeable future.

On the face of it, these are very hard times indeed for those pushing for stronger
environmental measures. Many of the chapters in this new edition reveal that some
of the hard-won policy gains of the past are under unprecedented pressure as
economic issues become more and more pressing. However, they also identify
some unexpected opportunities for those who are willing and able to exploit them.
For example, the economic crisis has given the EU a right to intervene in national
budgetary and macro-economic affairs that was firmly refused by the Maastricht
Treaty in the early 1990s. These are matters of the very highest politics which have
traditionally been ‘off limits” to European environmental policy makers. And those
who can show that environmental protection has an immediate economic payoff
may also prosper. Witness, for example, the debates about ecosystem services and
the financial costs of not complying with environmental rules.

One way or another, these are very interesting times for those pursuing, and/or
wishing to understand, EU environmental policy. Putting together the third edition
of this book has proved to be both hugely stimulating and challenging. The first
and second editions have sold well and we wanted to build on them. But they were
originally conceived as handbooks not textbooks; ten years after the publication of
the first edition, we felt that a more systematic re-write was warranted to meet the
more refined learning needs of students. Therefore, 17 of the 20 chapters in this
edition are completely new; only three contain re-published material. And all 20
employ pedagogical devices such as summary guides, lists of key learning points,
guides to further reading and specimen exam questions. Together, we think they
offer a uniquely systematic treatment of the most relevant contexts (Part 1), actors
(Part 2) and policy dynamics (Part 3) of EU environmental policy. Some of the
topics (e.g. the Commission — Chapter 6, policy evaluation — Chapter 15, and the
role of appraisal in policy making — Chapter 12) are barely covered at all in the
existing literature.
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