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Foreword

Foreword

This is the third assessment of the state of the environment at the pan-European level pre-
pared by the European Environment Agency in support of the UN-ECE Environment for
Europe process. It follows earlier reports published in 1995 and 1998 for the same purpose.
The second report made clear that the policy measures that had been taken up to the mid-
1990s had not yet produced a significant improvement in the state of the environment
overall. This, the third assessment, shows that most progress on environmental improvement
continues to come from ‘end-of-pipe’ measures, actions under well-established international
conventions and legislation, or as a result of economic recession and restructuring.

We know from the past that these gains will be lost again if economic growth continues to be
based on traditional, environmentally damaging activities, still prevalent, rather than on
more sustainable, eco-efficient options. This is a particular risk for the EU accession coun-
tries and countries in eastern Europe, Caucasus and central Asia to which large amounts of
manufacturing industry have been transferred from western Europe and elsewhere in the
world.

In this context, moving towards more sustainable approaches seems to be more aspiration
than reality in many parts of Europe. Progress has been made on developing policy frame-
works for sectoral integration (e.g. EU strategies being developed under the Cardiff process
since 1998) and for sustainable development (e.g. the action plan from the Johannesburg
world summit on sustainable development in 2002). There has been less progress on imple-
mentation and substantial barriers to real progress remain, both political and financial.

The EU sustainable development strategy is a step in the right direction but needs more
operational action by the relatively well-off Member States to remain environmentally cred-
ible. The accession countries face the major challenge of managing with limited resources,
and against competing economic, social and environmental priorities, the transitions to EU
membership, sectoral integration and sustainable development all at the same time. The
EECCA countries have a much lower GDP per capita than elsewhere in Europe, but arguably
greater and competing calls on limited resources, yet have relatively limited access to capital
markets for finance to improve social and environmental welfare.

Better coordination and use of existing funding sources and mechanisms available at the
European level would help overcome some of these problems but what is most lacking is a
decision-making framework that takes proper account of the competing but often comple-
mentary economic, social and environmental considerations. The various initiatives on
European regional energy co-operation are a good example of such a framework in action.
Account is taken of overall welfare considerations when making decisions (e.g. the role of
renewable sources, issues of fuel poverty, and not just of economic considerations (e.g.
increased energy supply from fossil fuels to meet increasing demand).

In such a framework though, trade-offs are just one side of the coin; the time dimension is
also important. The timespan of five years between the second and third assessments is a
short one for gauging progress. The time perspectives are much longer between early
warnings of a problem, its scientific identification, political recognition and action, and
resulting environmental improvements, as demonstrated by the development of air quality
and acidification in Europe, substantially related to sulphur emissions, and the success story
to date of pan-European cooperation.

Early warnings were available into the 1950s (London smog) and 1960s (acidification of
Scandinavian lakes and rivers); initial international recognition was reached at the Stock-
holm UN environment conference in 1972; major policy initiatives were adopted in 1979
(Convention on long-range transboundary air pollution) and 1980 (first EU air quality
directive); and action under Convention protocols and EU directives took effect during the
1980s and 1990s. The latest projections available indicate that there should be a return to
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sustainable air quality concentrations for sulphur dioxide and deposition rates for sulphur
after about 2012, 40 years after initial recognition of the issue and over 100 years after
sulphur emissions first exceeded sustainable rates across the pan-European space.

Many of the other environmental issues reviewed in this report are more complex and will
require recognition and action by a wider range of players than was necessary for sulphur
emissions. Examples include climate change, biodiversity loss, and soil degradation. The start
of the Kyoto Protocol target period for limiting greenhouse gas emissions is now five years
away and additional measures, not yet agreed, will be necessary to reach the targets in many
countries; the target date for (significantly) halting biodiversity loss is only seven years away
and there is no agreement yet on how to measure and monitor biodiversity loss; and strate-
gies to prevent soil degradation have yet to be agreed. New approaches such as the precau-
tionary principle and the EU’s proposal on impact assessment should be considered further
to help reduce the lead times between early warnings, scientific and policy action and
resulting improvements.

Both the integrative nature of the above problems and the implementation of approaches
like the precautionary principle, have major implications for the design and content of the
monitoring and assessments systems that are needed to track progress and to indicate where
more attention is required. In the face of increasing demands for information by policy
makers, including issues involving much scientific uncertainty, and decreasing resources for
monitoring in member states, some new thinking is required. For example, a better balance
needs to be struck between efforts put into producing information through traditional
approaches to monitoring and assessment and more recent ones. Examples of these rela-
tively new approaches in the pan-European context include tissue-based monitoring of
health impacts, the identification of biomarkers as the basis for considering wider impacts,
the use of upstream proxy indicators for assessing downstream environmental impacts and,
wider use of explorative and quantitative based scenarios tools. The EEA is fully ready to
engage in processes that involve such new thinking.

Finally I would like to recognise the substantial progress in cooperation and provision of
relevant data and information for this report, particularly (but not only) from the EU candi-
date countries and EECCA countries. There is a long way still to go and many gaps and
inconsistencies remain in the information presented in this report. However we are making
progress with countries and international programmes in the development of an increasingly
focussed, streamlined and shared European environmental information system. On behalf of
the European Environment Agency, I look forward to developing this vision, to monitoring
progress in policies, action and outcomes and hence to supporting the environmental
programme for Europe, in whatever form it continues after the Kiev Ministerial Conference.

I trust that this report will contribute to both the understanding of where we are in the
sequence from early warning to resolution of the various prominent environmental prob-
lems facing Europe and to the decision-making required to restore and maintain environ-
mental quality and achieve sustainable development

Gordon McInnes
Interim Executive Director
European Environment Agency
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