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DG Environment

The Environment Directorate-General of the European Commission 
(‘DG Environment’) was set up in 1973 to protect, preserve and improve 
Europe’s environment for present and future generations. 

It proposes policies and legislation that protect natural habitats, defend 
clean air and water, ensure proper waste disposal, improve knowledge of 
the toxicity of chemical substances, and help European businesses move 
towards a sustainable economy. 

The DG also makes sure that Member States apply EU environmental law 
correctly. This means helping Member States comply with the legislation, 
and investigating complaints made by EU citizens and non-governmental 
organisations. 

The Commission has the power to take legal action if it seems that EU 
environment law has been infringed. 

DG Environment also represents the European Union in environmental 
matters at international meetings, including for instance the United 
Nations Convention on Biodiversity. 

In international forums, the DG tries to agree international policies to stop 
the ongoing loss of biodiversity, reduce waste and air and water pollution, 
and strengthen the ecosystem services that make life on Earth possible.
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Four major priority areas
The basic framework for EU environmental policy for 2002-2012 
is the Sixth Community Environment Action Programme (6th 
EAP). The 6th EAP maps out the main areas of policy and outlines 
actions needed to achieve them. The four priority areas are 
natural resources and waste, environment and health, nature and 
biodiversity and climate change. 

The 6th EAP is also the environmental component of the EU’s 
strategy for sustainable development (2001), which requires 
that economic, social and environment policies allow present 
generations to meet their needs without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet theirs.

Natural resources and waste

Natural resources such as metals, minerals, forests, land, food, air 
and water are absolutely essential. But as the world’s population 
grows towards seven billion, the natural environment faces 
increasing pressure. Unsustainable patterns of consumption 
and production are depleting the resources we rely on.

It is estimated that in 2050, resource extraction will be five times 
greater than it is today. Already, over 60% of our ecosystems 
are seriously over-exploited, threatening for example world 
fish stocks and the capacity of forests to regulate air and water 
quality.  The message is clear: we need to move towards a more 
resource-efficient society – one that will grow in a way which 
will not damage the environment and is sustainable.  

The EU has a strategy to reduce the damage caused by the 
use of natural resources in a growing economy. In practice, 
this means creating more value while using fewer resources, 
and substituting them with more environmentally favourable 
choices wherever possible. 

By reducing, re-using or recycling, we contribute to significant 
reductions in environmental damages and greenhouse gases. 
For example, recycling aluminium saves around 95% of energy 
compared to extraction. 

Businesses have much to gain – by making products with fewer 
resources they reduce production costs. It also helps reduce 
waste and energy consumption, leading to fewer greenhouse 
gas emissions and helping in the fight against climate change.

Environment and health
Over the years, Community environment policy has made a 
significant contribution to the progress made by Europe in 
protecting public health. DG Environment helps by working 
to prevent the pollution of our air, water and food chain from 
chemicals and other dangerous pollutants.

Chemicals are all around us yet we know very little about their 
effects on human health and the environment. This is now 
changing thanks to the REACH regulation, a fundamental overhaul 
of the EU’s risk management system for chemicals. REACH (the 
Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of CHemicals) will 
ensure a high level of protection to consumers, industry and the 
environment by obliging industry to prove the safety of chemicals 
and provide information about their properties, effects and safe 
ways of handling them. REACH also calls for the progressive 
substitution of the most dangerous substances.

Air quality is also essential for the health of citizens and DG 
Environment has established ambitious targets for protecting 
human health and the environment against air pollution, to be 
achieved by 2020. This should deliver health benefits worth at least 
EUR 42 billion per year with fewer premature deaths, less sickness, 
fewer hospital admissions and improved labour productivity. 

Pollution in rivers, lakes and seas can come from many sources, but 
improving water resources means more than stopping pollution. It 
can mean restoring waterways to their natural state so that fish can 

The waste hierarchy

EU waste legislation aims to 
reduce waste and promote its 

use through re-use or recycling, 
recommending a waste hierarchy 

where re-use is promoted and 
destruction used only as a last 

resort. This legislation covers 
household and construction waste, 

old vehicles, electrical and electronic 
waste and packaging.
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move up and down rivers, and minimising changes to ecosystems 
when new infrastructure is built. Healthy water resources also mean 
that ecosystems are not disturbed, so that birds and animals get 
the food and habitats they need. A healthy marine environment 
is vital. Marine pollution often comes from land, but it can come 
from ships or from the air. 

Water circulates continuously between sea, air and land, through 
rivers, lakes and the ground and back to the sea. This means 
that it is important to have an overall picture of water problems. 
Europe’s central piece of water legislation – the Water Framework 
Directive – solves this by requiring river basins to be managed in 
a coordinated way, even if different countries are involved. The 
aim of the legislation is to ensure good water status around the 
EU by 2015. Another piece of European legislation, the Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive, guarantees a coordinated approach 
to managing freshwater and the seas. It aims to ensure good status 
for marine waters by 2020. 

Nature and biodiversity

Biodiversity is the variety of life on Earth in all its forms. Many of 
the things we take for granted in our daily lives – what we eat and 
drink, the materials we use to build our homes and the medicines 
we need to cure our illnesses – depend on biodiversity. It supplies 
us with food and materials, it regulates the air we breathe and 
the quality of our waters, it allows soil to remain fertile, and it is 
the irreplaceable backdrop to something as simple as a walk in 
the woods. But Europe is faced with an unprecedented loss of 
biodiversity because our patterns of development are becoming 
impossible to sustain.

EU nature and biodiversity protection policy is based on two main 
pieces of legislation: the 1979 Wild Birds Directive and the 1992 
Habitats Directive. Its two main goals are to oversee the European 
ecological network of protected areas known as Natura 2000, 
and to safeguard biodiversity by integrating nature protection 
requirements into other EU policies such as agriculture, fisheries, 
regional development and transport.

To protect nature and biodiversity effectively, international action 
is required. So DG Environment supports and promotes global 
initiatives like the Convention on Biological Diversity, and the 
establishment of an Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services.

The Natura 2000 network

A European success story
The Natura 2000 network of protected areas 
encompasses some 18% of the territorial 
space of the European Union – resulting 
in the world’s largest protected area, with 
more than 25,000 terrestrial sites covering 
800,000 km2 and 100,000 km2 of marine 
environment.

The aim is to protect and manage 
vulnerable species and habitats within 
Europe, irrespective of national or political 
boundaries. Natura 2000 sites are not strict 
conservation sites, but areas where people 
and wildlife can live together in harmony. 
A wide range of activities are permitted 
including agriculture, forestry, tourism, 
recreation and sustainable development.

DG Environment in figures
•	The Environment DG is one of some 40 Directorates-General and services 

that make up the European Commission, which is the executive body of the 
European Union. The Commission is headed by the College of Commissioners, 
one from each of the 27 EU Member States. The Commissioner responsible 
for Environment is Janez Potočnik, and the Directorate-General is headed by 
Director-General Karl Falkenberg. 

•	DG Environment began as a team of five people in a branch of DG Industry in 
1973. It now has just over 500 staff, reflecting evolving environmental awareness 
among European citizens, and an understanding that nature and environment 
do not recognise man-made borders and need regionally coordinated solutions.

•	 Its current mandate includes overseeing more than 200 pieces of environmental 
legislation in force at the European level.



Links

Follow Environment Commissioner Janez Potočnik’s work 
and keep up to date with his ideas and goals as well as the
latest news:  
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/potocnik/index_en.htm

Environment DG’s website
More than 2 000 pages of information and 2 500 documents 
on the Environment DG’s policies and actions:
http://ec.europa.eu/environment

Publications
The Environment DG publishes around 40 new 
publications each year. A complete list of available titles 
can be found in the online publications catalogue at:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/pubs/home.htm

Newsletters
Environment for Europeans is a quarterly magazine on 
EU environmental issues produced by the Environment 
DG. The magazine is free of charge and available in 
Bulgarian, Czech, English, Estonian, French, German, 
Greek, Italian, Lithuanian, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian 
and Spanish. Subscriptions and further information at:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/news/efe/index.htm

Natura 2000 is the Environment DG’s nature newsletter. It 
is produced two to three times a year in English, French, 
German, Italian and Spanish, and is free of charge. Further 
information at: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/
info/pubs/ natura2000nl_en.htm

Climate change
All over the world, the pollution humans pump into the  
atmosphere is having a major influence on climate patterns. As 
the sun’s energy warms the Earth, our planet radiates some of this 
heat back out towards space. But some gases in the atmosphere 
act like the glass in a greenhouse, allowing the sun’s energy in but 
preventing heat from escaping. Since the Industrial Revolution, the 
concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere has increased by around 
37%, and it continues to rise. This is driving up temperatures all 
over the globe.

Trees help to regulate the climate by taking up CO2 from the 
atmosphere, and immense amounts of carbon are stored in the 
world’s forests. When forests are cut down, the carbon stored in 
the trees is released into the atmosphere as CO2 adding to the 
greenhouse effect. On top of that, when a forest is destroyed, it 
can no longer absorb CO2 from the atmosphere.

Climate change and biodiversity are profoundly interdependent – 
the more climate changes, the greater the impact on biodiversity; 
the more we lose biodiversity, the more difficult it will be to adapt 
to and limit climate change. 

In 2010, faced with the growing urgency of the climate question, 
the Commission set up a new Directorate-General to concentrate 
efforts in this area. DG Climate Action now proposes policy and 
represents the EU in the international negotiations, while DG 
Environment concentrates on ensuring that relevant environmental 
aspects like soil, forests and biodiversity are factored into climate 
policy.

So… what does it cost? 
The general budget for the Commission, adopted annually in 
December by the Council and Parliament, amounted to €134 
billion in 2009, of which some 10 to 15% is devoted to expenditure 
related to the environment. DG Environment receives just over 
€400 million (other amounts are spent via the regional funds, 
agriculture, etc). Some international environmental actions are 
funded through budgets allocated to other DGs.

The main European financial instrument for the environment 
is LIFE+. It has a total budget of €2.143 billion for the period 
2007-2013. Since 1992, LIFE has co-financed some 3115 projects 
throughout the EU.
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