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he second half of the twentieth century will be remembered as a time of
unprecedented urban, industrial and agricultural development, However, there
has been a price to pay, in the form of waste of scarce resources and a build-up of
pollution, harmful effects and technological hazards which pose a threat to human
health and to the natural environment. To cope with this, all the countries of the
Community adopted environmental protection policies during the 1960s. As national
frameworks were soon seen to be too cramped, the Heads of State or Government in
1972 1aid the foundations for a common policy on the environment. Today this policy
has many achievements to its credit, but the environment of Europe continues to
deteriorate — and demands more sustained efforts. Besides, environmental problems
are increasingly seen as planetary matters: the heating of the earth’s atmosphere, the
depletion of the ozone layer and the destruction of tropical forest concern all of

humanity. It means that the Community must play a greater role in the international
bodies concerned with these questions?.

Why a Community policy?

Though it was contested to begin with, the need for the Member States to have a
common environment policy now seems obvious.

U In the first place, pollution knows no borders, Masses of polluted air and toxic
waste circulate throughout Europe; many lakes and watercourses are shared by
‘several States. In that context, the Community is clearly the most appropriate
forum for resolving many of the problems. It represents a happy medium between
the national framework, which is frequently too narrow, and deliberations on a
world scale, which cannot produce binding measures. Also, when international
action on the environment is being decided, the Twelve can have more influence
on key questions by speaking with one voice. In addition, exchanges among
national specialists and those responsible for the environment at all levels,
together with pooling or coordination of frequently costly scientific research,

~ produces a chain reaction and achieves better results, faster — to everyone’s
benefit. ' '

[l To have different policies in force in the different. Member States of the
Community could increase- the differences in quality of living and working
standards for citizens in the different Member States. It could also cause economic
disparities which would affect the functioning of the common market: differing
national standards would prevent the free movement of goods among member
countries, while the inequality of costs for businesses would distort competition.
Hence the economic advantage of a common policy, particulatly in the context of
completion of the internal market of 1992; It must also be ensured that the
economic and social advances expected from the large market are not obtained at
the cost of further damage to the environment: that is another responsibility of the
Community.

! ‘This file replaces our No 5/87. Manuscript completed in J anuary 1990, _ _
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O The Treaty of Rome, which instituted the Community, gave it the task of
improving the living and working conditions of its inhabitants and of ensuring a
balanced development of economic activity. How can that be achieved without
more rational management of resources and of the environment? The Single Act
signed in 1986 supplements the Community Treaties and takes them much further:
it has a whole chapter on environment policy, which is henceforth explicitly within
the competence of the Community. '

From cure to prevention: four Community action programmes

The first two environmental action programmes initiated by the Community in 1973
and 1977 were oriented first and foremost towards a search for immediate answers to
serious problems posed by pollution. Very soon, however, though remedial action
remained necessary, it was recognized that prevention was better than cure. Thus the
third programme, adopted in 1983, set out a global preventive strategy to safeguard
the environment and resources. The fight against pollution and damage to scarce
resources is less costly, more effective and better for economic development if the
demands of the environment are taken into. account from the beginning in planning
and deciding all economic activity, whether it involves agriculture, energy, industry,
transport or tourism. The key instrument of this preventive approach is a Community
directive adopted in 1985 which makes authorization for big industrial and infrastruc-
tural projects conditional on a prior study of their impact on the environment.
Prevention also requires a’ conceptual revision of many industrial processes, so the
Commission has initiated the ACE programme, which has among its aims promotion
of the development of clean technology and.recycling techniques.

The fourth programme, which is currently in operation (1987-92), goes further and
makes environmental protection an essential element of all cconomic and social
- policy. This new approach implies: ' B

O Systematic integration of environment policy into other Community policies, in such
areas as industry, transport, toutism, energy or development cooperation. The
‘European Commission has also adopted internal procedures, based on the
principle of impact studies, which should enable it to ensure that activities financed
by its Regional and Agricultural Funds are compatible with the needs of
environmental protection. This drive for compatibility and integration has already
influenced the reorientation of the Community’s agricultural and transport
policies. It is also made necessary by the development of trade and the growth
. which will result from the creation of the large market of 1992; that is why the
Commission has given a group of national experts the task of gauging the
effectiveness of the financial and fiscal incentives (taxes on oil products, for
example) sought by economists specializing in the environment. As an integratio-
nal and preventive approach also requires a good knowledge of the ecological state
of affairs, the Commission has proposed that a European Environment Agency be
set up. This body would be largely autonomous and would be open to European
countries which are not members of the Community, It will have the task of
collecting and distributing the scientific and technical information needed for
implementing effective policies; in particular it will manage an environmental data

bank which is at present being assembled under the Corine programme. —_—
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