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What Do Standards Have to Do with Sustainability?

Background paper for EPA meeting 10 March 2005
	
	

	2005 as a key year for policy

Lisbon Strategy Review


	This is a big year for policies towards sustainability. With a new European Commission and a new European Parliament in place, 2005 will see the mid-term reviews of some of the overarching European policies. Sustainability should be strengthened as one of the key cross-cutting principles not just in European environmental policy, but in European policy more generally. 

In the middle of last month the European Commission re-launched debate on the EU Sustainable Development Strategy. The conclusions of the debate will be revealed at the end of the year when the Commission unveils proposals for the mid-term review of the Strategy.

But already now issues of sustainability are on the table at the highest political level in Europe. Three weeks today Heads of State and Government of the European Union will discuss the so-called “Lisbon strategy” during the spring meeting of the European Council. 

The Lisbon strategy is Europe’s 10 year plan to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge based economy in the world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion. Europe is currently not on track to meet this challenge by 2010, and recent discussions have hinged on the need to focus temporarily on the economic issues of jobs and growth, while still maintaining balanced overall progress to sustainability.



	Three Pillars

The “Sick Child”


	Sustainability is often modelled as three pillars, or a three legged stool to illustrate how the three dimensions of economy, society and environment interact. 

This simple conceptual model has entered mainstream political discourse, as the discussion in Brussels last month confirmed. The presentation of the mid-term review of Lisbon sparked a heated debate in the European Parliament when the President of the European Commission, Mr Barroso, compared the three pillars of sustainable development to his three children and said : ”If one of my children is sick, I am ready to drop everything and focus on him until he is back to health”. He continued “that does not mean I love the others any less!”. 

This focus on competitiveness – the perceived “sick child” – drew a strong backlash in the European Parliament, with some arguing that the Commission was reverting to “one-dimensional policies”.

The “sick child” metaphor has dominated discussions – particularly among NGOs – in the run up to the Spring European Council. My own view is that it is never wise to neglect two of the three children – however temporarily – to nurse one who seems to be worse off. Rather, you should engage the other two in nursing the sick one back to health so that all three are nurtured for a long and happy life!  

But this discussion could lead us into a theoretical debate on sustainable development and the models of how the three pillars interact. I will not discuss these models, other than stating that there are many, but instead focus on the larger questions of “macro-sustainability”, that is, what is our vision of sustainable development for Europe?



	Key Facts
	To address this issue let us reflect on some facts:

Europe is undergoing major demographic changes at the moment 

· The now enlarged EU has 20% more population and 25% more territory but around three-quarters of the population live on only 15% of the land area. 

· Present trends of urban agglomeration in the industrial regions of Northern France, Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium are expected to continue into the future. 

· The pressures on urban agglomerations across Europe are expected to increase further as people seek to improve their living standards by moving to where the employment opportunities are greatest.

· Over 80% of Europeans are expected to live in urban areas by 2020.

	
	· While Europe’s population stabilises, and ages, the number of households will increase at a more rapid rate. 

· The number of households in the European Union grew by 11% between 1990 and 2000 ; and is expected to continue to rise. 

· The majority of new households will be small, reflecting social and lifestyle changes such as increasing numbers of single and divorced people. 

· Smaller households tend to be less efficient requiring more resources per capita than larger households. 

· The trend towards smaller households also increases the pressure on land and acts as a factor driving the expansion of built up areas. 



	Landscape on the Move

CORINE
	Taken together, these changes mean that the landscape of Europe is on the move. Landscape change may seem a slow process to the naked human eye; but technology allows us to understand that the broader picture of the European map is one of evolution.

Land in Europe at the start of the century is now a scarce resource. Only with careful spatial planning will we be effective in creating opportunities for innovative land use that will optimise conditions for society, the economy and nature alike.  

That is why the European Environment Agency (EEA), together with our member countries, have recently updated a unique, trans-boundary tool that makes it possible to map a decade of land cover changes across Europe. Using a common methodology, Corine Land Cover (CLC) 2000 provides the first standardised survey of Europe's land cover at the turn of the millennium. It highlights the changes that have taken place over the decade since the first CLC was undertaken in the late 1980s as part of the European Commission programme to CooRdinate Information on the Environment (Corine). It is based on the results of IMAGE2000, a satellite imaging programme undertaken jointly by the Joint Research Centre (JRC) of the European Commission and the EEA.
The CORINE land cover mapping exercise allows us to compare the Europe in 2000 against 1990 and these data will allow us to answer questions concerning land cover change in the past ten years in Europe. The assessments are still underway however but preliminary analyses show that patterns of urbanisation are clearly linked to the major transport arteries, and that urban sprawl is now visible across much of northern central Europe. 

· Urban areas and infrastructures have increased up to 800,000 ha between 1990 & 2000; it represents a relative increase of circa 6% of existing urban areas and a consumption of circa 0.25% of agriculture, forest and natural land. [As an average number, 0.25% may seem small but we need to consider that urban sprawl is concentrated in particular areas]

· Urban sprawl is particularly important on the coastal zones, along the coast as well as in the hinterland of urban coastal agglomerations. The Mediterranean area, where biodiversity is high and landscapes attractive, is particularly impacted, which may question in the long run the sustainability of economic development based on tourism.



	
	· Europe’s rural population, in turn, is falling and this long observed trend is expected to continue. Current levels of rural depopulation often result in abandonment of intensive farmland, a trend that is of particular threat to areas of high nature conservation value. 

A depopulated rural zone is therefore being created in Europe, encompassing many of the eastern and southern areas as well as the north of Scandinavia and the UK. 

These trends are expected to continue in the future. Europe and Europeans are therefore well on the way to substantial change in how and where we live.



	Consumption
	European consumption patterns are also changing. There is substantial increase in the volume of transport for example with road and aviation, the transport modes with the most significant environmental impacts, showing the fastest growth. 

A trend that is less well known is the growing demand for more in-car convenience- leading to more air conditioning, CD-players, seat heating systems and GPS systems, which result in more fuel consumption. These trends are illustrative of the rebound effect, and how technology can take us so far but will need to be complemented with some choices – for smaller, lighter cars for example. Or cars with less additional extras. This is the so called rebound effect -  where technological advances and product developments being made are counteracted by increasing demand

These are some of the actual trends in Europe. How do they tie in with visions of sustainability?

	Yale and WEF’s ESI
	The Environmental Sustainability Index just published by Yale and the World Economic Forum provides a ranking of countries based on an aggregated and weighted set of indicators. According to this index, the most sustainable countries are Finland, Uruguay, Norway, Sweden, Iceland, Canada and Switzerland with countries such as the central African republic and the Congo scoring higher than the many European countries. 

Clearly the index implicitly adopts a model of sustainability that favours countries that have large relatively pristine wilderness areas with relatively low population densities.  

For many European countries such a model of sustainability is no longer achievable as a result of their high population densities, high degree of land fragmentation, soil sealing and urban sprawl - trends that are going to continue and worsen into the future. So we need to dig deeper – what do we really mean by sustainability in Europe?


	The EEA Role
	At the EEA we believe we have a contribution to make to this discussion and are exploring new ways of defining measures of progress towards sustainability, based on our experience of work with environmental indicators.

We think the answer lies in the interactions between the three pillars of sustainability, and in defining thresholds -  limits beyond which permanent damage to our planet  will result. 



	
	We live in an increasingly complex world, where the socio-political climate today is significantly different to that even 10 years ago. In today’s world there are high levels of concern over problems that often have both an environmental and socio-economic components e.g. security issues, food and health, globalisation and new technologies as well as Climate change, loss of biological diversity and global environmental degradation. 

This is a universe away from the “green” optimisation of the early 1990’s when solutions were sought mostly from within the environmental pillar- such as end of pipe technologies and increased eco-efficiency. Today’s solutions encompass changes to demand, looking at the consumption patterns that lie at the root to the problems as well as the economic and social factors that sustain those patterns. 



	
	Environmental policies however include targets and objectives, which are predominantly environmental rather than social and economic. Most of these environmental targets are set through a process of political negotiation with the parties concerned and are not necessarily linked to the concept of sustainability threshold limits.



	
	Even so, for the majority of indicators where distance to target assessments can be made, the European Union is currently not on track to reach its targets and performance and progress varies considerably across the European countries. 

To achieve sustainability we will need to reach these targets and to go beyond them.

To illustrate this the WWF’s Living Planet Report shows that If European lifestyles were replicated worldwide, humanity would need more than two and a half planets like Earth to renew resources as quickly as they are being consumed. Even now, global demand exceeds the regenerative capacity of the planet by about 20 per cent. Europe and industrialised countries will therefore also need to decrease their global environmental impact in order to allow other countries to develop.  



	
	An eco-efficiency revolution that allows high standards of living to be maintained is therefore needed. This revolution requires that while present living standards are maintained, it is accompanied by at least a ten-fold reduction in the use of energy and materials, thereby decoupling energy and resource use from economic activity. 

Such radical innovation could leave enough ecological space for the 5.5 billion people not living in OECD countries to achieve good living standards, without the need for extra, unobtainable, planets.

Global emissions for example are likely to grow within the next two decades and the commission have just announced that global reductions of at least 15 % in emission by 2050 compared to 1990 levels would seem to be necessary. For Europe and other industrialised countries this would mean a reduction of about 60% in order to allow some developing countries to increase their emissions. This will take significant effort!  

Measuring progress where the global distribution plays such a key role is difficult. In January Europe started its flagship emissions trading scheme, which will enable European industries to make some use of emissions reductions abroad, though the Kyoto flexible mechanisms. 

Another visionary target is to halt the loss of biodiversity by 2010 in Europe. Again it is difficult to measure progress to this target, largely as we do not know exactly what biodiversity is present in Europe today. Indicators are being developed however that will allow Key marker species, including birds and farmland butterflies to be monitored and inferences about the general state of biodiversity to be made from them.  However to consider the effect on global biodiversity of Europe’s activities is even more difficult.

European countries may also include the aim of decoupling their national material consumption from economic growth by a factor 4 or 10. Measuring progress toward these targets is difficult. Countries use the Direct material consumption indicator or the ecological footprint; but no common methodology currently exists.

It is clear therefore that achieving these more visionary sustainability targets will require deep shifts in our demand and consumption patterns as well as renewed emphasis on eco-efficient technology. New eco-innovation will also be needed to take us further, as it is clear that product evolution in itself will not be sufficient.  However it is also apparent that measuring progress towards such targets is difficult, as often no clear methodology exists.



	Harmonisation and Streamlining
	The EEA now covers 31 countries, and covers wider Europe from Iceland in the west to Iran and Georgia and Armenia in the east. 

While needing data to measure progress with environmental targets, the EEA is working closely with the European commission, Eurostat, the OCDE and other international organisations both to harmonise data collections between countries but also to streamline collections to reduce the burden on countries.

Harmonisation between reporting in countries is critical for establishing data that is of good quality and can be used to generate reliable assessments.



	
	Data are an essential component of progress measurement, allowing us to compare the present situation and projection of current trends with desirable sustainable targets and objectives. Oscar Wilde once said ”to define is to limit” – the big problem however is to ensure these limit are applied sensibly and consistently…

New approaches in environmental policy are needed – For many environmental problems legislation has successfully addressed the ‘big polluters’, yet future concerns are likely to stem primarily from individual consumption patterns and diffuse sources. This will lead to a create challenge for data collection, with heavier reliance on proxies, models and assumptions. 



	
	These data and measurements will enable us gain the factual knowledge on which to return to the macro questions to do with Sustainability. Without current and future trends in land use changes and demographics outlined at the start of this talk, the issue of what would be a sustainable model for urban Europe would not have been raised.



	
	I hope these points can help stimulate further discussion on the need for standards to assess environmental sustainability. 
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