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Mr. President, the state of the environment of Europe is bad and it is getting worse. The European Environmental Agency in its 1999 report has looked at 15 key environmental issues. It finds positive trends only in one – ozone depletion – while in the majority of the key environmental issues, there are negative trends. Among those issues are highly relevant areas such as climate change, soil degradation, waste and biodiversity (1).

In spite of the fact that all of us sitting round this table have spent enormous amounts of energy and time trying to influence the European legislation on environment, and in spite of major progress in environmental standards and emissions limits, we still see little or no pro​gress. Why is this the case?

I believe it is because the European environmental policy is largely still an "add on", trying to clean up the problem after it is created. This is often done with expensive end of pipe tech​nology and therefore considered to be too costly.

Our vision of environmental protection and a Sustainable Europe in general goes much further. It aims for an economy which:

· has learned to provide the same well-being to all European citizens with a drastically reduced use of non-renewable resources and energy,

· utilises all available technical possibilities for eco-, energy- and resource-efficiency,

· is highly innovative and therefore competitive on the world market,

· and therefore does not create the environmental problems in the first place.

There exists an overwhelming amount of research by economists and natural scientists which proves that this can be done technically, economically and politically.

One example on how to achieve this goal is European environmental tax reform, shifting taxes from labour to energy. We are in full agreement with the European trade unions (2) and part of industry that such a tax shift would create additional jobs and save our societies billions of Euro which currently are spent on cleaning up environmental problems, or on im​porting energy (3).

We, the environmental organisations in Europe hope and expect from you, President Prodi, to lead the European Union into the new century of efficiency and innovation which will provide simultaneous benefits for the economy, the environment and people.

Major achievements within the EU have always started with a vision and a strong commit​ment to overcome the initial resistance against change. We hope that you will accept this challenge and use your leadership role.

In your response to my colleagues you mentioned earlier that the fear exists among Member States that ratifying the Kyoto Protocol would have negative economic effects on the EU, if the EU goes ahead alone. I think this is a wrong perception, which stems from the old-fashion view of environmental protection, which I mentioned previously. If done right, reducing CO2 emissions will benefit the economy, create jobs and make Europe more com​petitive.

You also mentioned the problem of China where growing CO2 emissions might outweigh all the CO2 reduction European countries might achieve. We believe that Europe should go ahead with showing the world that high living standards can be achieved with low input of non-renewable resources. If we can give this example and develop the necessary technology and life-styles, the rest of the world can and will follow. This is also a must since current per capita CO2 emissions in China are still far below per capita emissions in Europe.

Let me come back to EU reality after all the visions for a Sustainable Europe. How does EU policy look in light of these challenges?

Looking at different sectors, we seem to be far away from where we need to be:

The Common Agricultural Policy of the EU, in spite of some improvements, is still largely contributing to environmental destruction and a long way from being sustainable. Let me take the example of Poland: If the current CAP comes into force in Poland we will create more than a million unemployed farmers and the biggest biodiversity loss Europe has seen in decades.

In the field of transport the situation is hardly better. In spite the fact that the Council finally acknowledged the fact that constantly growing demand is putting pressure on the environ​ment which cannot be counteracted by higher eco-efficiency alone, there still exists no Euro​pean policy to reduce road traffic in Europe. Taxes for diesel and gasoline still do not inter​nalise the enormous social and environmental costs of road traffic.

European energy policy is also far from being sustainable. The fact alone that the EU has not been able to establish a common energy tax – one of the most cost-effective ways to reach CO2 reduction – speaks for itself (4).

A major problem with the sectoral sustainability strategies is that there exists no overall strategy and no commonly accepted targets and indicators. It looks as if every sector is defining its own little bit of sustainability. How, for example, will the transport sector con​tribute to the 8% CO2 reduction target agreed in Kyoto? And if it doesn't do that (which is likely), which other sector will then reduce more than 8%? We also run the risk that a few filters here and some solar panels there are considered to be a sustainability strategy.

You, as the President of the Commission, Mr. Prodi, will have to take a lead to establish overarching targets and indicators, which will be binding for all sectors. These targets and indicators must point in the direction of a dematerialised economy where inputs of raw mate​rials and energy are minimised and therefore environmental problems reduced. Main targets and indicators should include (5):

· a drastic reduction of the total use of non-renewable resources and energy (with a inter​mediate target of -25% for the next 10 years and a long term target of –90%)

· an increase of biodiversity

· a stabilisation of land-use

These overall targets and indicators need to be the yard stick with which the Commission and the citizens can evaluate if the EU is actually moving towards sustainability or not.

Mr. President, currently, the EU is not on a path towards sustainability. We hope that you will pick up this challenge and lead the EU towards becoming a modern, innovative and eco-efficient society, which will benefit its people and the environment.
Footnotes:

(1) Environment in the European Union at the turn of the century, European Environmental Agency, Copenhagen, 1999

(2) For a common statement of Friends of the Earth Europe and the European Trade Union Confederation on this issue, see: http://www.foeeurope.org/press/energy_taxes_in_the_eu.htm

(3) For literature on the double dividend of an Ecological Tax Reform see:
- Commission Staff Working Paper. "Presentation of the New Community System for the Taxation of Energy Products – Part II: Assessment of the Impact of the Proposal". 23/05/97 SEC(97)1026 (The paper states that the Directive would reduce CO2 emissions by around 2% and create up to 457,000 additional jobs by 2005.)
- Environmental Tax Reform: Does it work? A survey of the theoretical and empirical literature. (1999) by Benoit Bosquet, University of Maryland and World Bank, bbosquet@worldbank.org
- INFRAS/ECOPLAN: Economic Impact Analysis of Ecotax Proposals – Comparative Analysis of Modeling Results, Bern, (1996)
- Crebs/Reiche/Rocholl: Die Ökologische Steuerreform, Birkhäuser Verlag, Basel (1998)

(4) For more details on the sectoral strategies please refer to several papers written by the different environmental networks in Brussels; specifically "Views of Environmental Organisations on the Helsinki Process", (http://www.foeeurope.org/ press/helsinki_process__integration.htm) and two papers of the European Environmental Bureau: "Do sector strategies work?" (Nov. 1999) and "Ten Benchmarks for Environmental Policy Integration" (Sept. 1999)

(5) For more details see: http://www.foeeurope.org/ press/fith_env_action_plan.htm
http://www.foeeurope.org/press/integration.htm
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