
 
Climate change and environmental challenges 

European Environmental Bureau, John Hontelez, General Secretary 
EPSU SPEECH 23 SEPTEMBER 2010 

 
 
Thank you for invitation. I have personally always regarded it very important to have 
dialogue and cooperation with trade unions to promote environmental objectives. First of 
all to address the misconception that environmental policies will have negative impacts 
on employment and prosperity. Secondly because workers are essential players in 
making industry, and also the public sectors, working more environmentally friendly. 
Thirdly because trade unions are an important public force, representing a large part of 
civil society in the economic and social debate. 
In my previous life, in the Netherlands, as anti-nuclear activist, this lead to fruitful 
cooperation with the federation of trade-unions and in particular also with the largest 
public sector trade-union. 
 
Here, in Brussels, at the EU level, I have been active in fostering discussion and 
cooperation between ETUC and my organization, EEB, which led to important joint 
positions on environmental tax reform, green jobs, sustainable development, REACH 
(the EU Chemicals policy). And last year we reinforced our cooperation in the Spring 
Alliance, with as third and fourth partners the Platform of European Social NGOs and 
Concord, the umbrella of development and relief organisations. The Spring Alliance aims 
to promote a sustainable development agenda for the EU, as we say “for People and 
Planet”, an agenda laid down, after a discussion period of 6 months, in the Spring 
Alliance Manifesto. It is difficult to say if and how much we influenced the content of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy that came out after our discussions with President Barroso and 
other parts of the Commission, but I do think we triggered a more inclusive thinking 
amongst civil society organisations on how to combine economic, social, environmental 
and international solidarity objectives into an EU agenda. And I think important features 
of Europe 2020 for us are: 

- “smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”, instead of focus on competitiveness. It 
shows recognition that environmental and social objectives have to be integral 
part; 

- Implicit recognition that the public sector has to intervene in the economy: 
promotion of a new industry policy, including with as purpose to promote a low-
carbon, resource efficient economy: so more intervention into the economy than 
was the fashion in the past period. 

- No longer GDP growth as criterium for success, but several, seemingly equally 
important, objectives, including reduced employment and poverty, and progress 
in fighting climate change. 

- The inclusion of resource efficiency into the scope of the Strategy. 
- An explicit call for environmental tax reform, recognized as a “growth friendly” 

way of addressing the budget deficits triggered by the financial crisis 
 
Yet, there is a lot to be improved in the Europe 2020 Strategy, for us in particular with 
regards to the climate and resource efficiency agenda. With regards to climate the 
Commission and the European Council refused to go beyond the political agreement 
they reached end of 2008 on the ambitions for greenhouse gas reductions by 2020. And 
resource efficiency was introduced at the last moment, good that this was done, but its 
fate is rather unclear still. 



 
I would like to speak a bit more explicitly about these two issues, and with regards to 
resource efficiency I will link it to waste and water policies, as that has been discussed 
here this morning already. 
 
As said, in March the European Council decided to stick with its usual position that the 
EU is committed to reduce 20% of its GHG emissions by 2020 compared to 1990, 
whereby it is allowed to, to a certain level, exchange investments in climate relevant 
projects outside the EU for domestic action. Only if a satisfactory global agreement is 
reached, it is prepared to move the ambition up to 30%. 
One argument for this approach always has been international negotiation tactics. It is 
doubtful if that worked. Definitely not in Copenhagen December last year. The other 
argument is that the EU should not run too far ahead of the rest of the world in climate 
policy because it would undermine our competitiveness. We have challenged that 
argument from the start, and it is become more and more questionable. End of 2009 the 
EU emitted 17,3% GHG less than in 1990. If we take into account that the EU has given 
companies and governments the right to buy emission allowances with investing in 
projects in developing countries, and given that currently companies are banking 
emission rights of previous years that they have not used, to use them in the period after 
2012 instead of investing in GHG reduction, one can see that the only challenge from 
now is to keep GHG emissions stable. Is that a real challenge? Will that trigger new 
energy efficiency investments? Will that guarantee that in the next decade we double 
renewable energy production, as is foreseen in EU’s renewable policy? The answer is a 
clear no. And also the Commission underlines this, in a Communication published on the 
26th May. Connie Hedegaard, the Climate Action Commissioner, recently said “Europe 
needs to do more to drive our innovation and leadership forward if we are to avoid the 
risk of being left behind. If we stand still, we will lose our frontrunner status”.  Increasing 
Europe’s climate ambition is precisely in line with one of the core objectives formulated 
in the Europe 2020 strategy, namely to reorient our industrial and economic model to a 
green economy. Indeed, by sticking with the 20% target we seriously risk undermining 
rather than stimulating innovation and economic recovery. 
 
Core business in fighting climate change is for us energy savings. Renewable energies 
are important, but they require resources, space, and in particular bio-energy has its 
limits and environmental footprint. The share of renewables can more quickly grow if we 
reduce total demand in energy use. The EU has an energy efficiency policy, aiming to 
achieve absolute reductions of energy use of 14% between 2006 and 2020. A recent 
report published by the European Climate Foundation shows that the EU will miss this 
target by a wide margin. In fact, current measures are hardly leading to absolute 
reductions. 
 
Energy Efficiency is often called the low hanging fruit, the most logical option. Still, 
progress is slow. Energy efficiency is not as spectacular as wind-energy, massive 
biofuels production, carbon-capture and storage. It requires many relatively small-scale 
initiatives, coordination between several parties, and this is often not happening. Two 
areas where much more could and should be done, areas where public authorities have 
to take the lead, is the housing and transport sector. We need massive programmes to 
renovate existing buildings, whereby local governments can play a key role. We need 
massive investments in public transport, into cities where car use is less and less logical, 
where the alternatives are more attractive and where distances between living, services 
and work are being reduced. While we should not depend on the EU, orienting EU’s 



structural funds in this direction can be very important. Whereby it is essential not only to 
lobby for money, but to prepare the ground for using this money, by good organisation of 
tenants, owners, banks, construction and energy providing firms, etc. Local authorities 
could play the essential coordinating and stimulating role here, making it happen. 
 
The Spring Alliance has just started to see how we can work together to influence the 
Financial Perspectives 2014-2020, which will guide EU spending for 7 years, a debate 
that will start next month and is likely to continue till end of 2012. Besides reform of 
agriculture policy and the attached budget, energy and Transport efficiency will likely be 
core issues for us, as they bring together environmental, employment and quality of life 
interests. I hope also EPSU will play an active role in this debate. 
 
While most attention now is on the climate issue, we think that resource efficiency is to 
become AS important in the coming years. The global population is currently using more 
natural resources and putting more pressure on the natural eco-systems than is 
sustainable. This is symbolised in the so-called Ecological Footprint, which is now 1,2 
Planets. The EU societies have a relatively large share in this. If the world would have 
the same consumption level than we have, we would need already more than 2,5 
Planets. So we need dramatic reductions in natural resource use and ecosystems 
pressure. Climate policies are half of the answer, the other half has to come from 
biodiversity and ecosystem protection and reduction of virgin materials use. And this is 
an urgent matter. The longer we delay action the smaller the carrying capacity of the 
Planet will be, so the faster our ecological footprint grows and the more we risk major 
disasters, not only ecological, but certainly also social and international. 
 
In the next two months we can expect a Flagship Resource Efficiency from the 
Commission, as part of Europe2020 implementation. It is likely to be not much more 
than pointing at the most important areas to work on, with a bias for energy and metals 
and minerals that are, or risk to become, scarce in the commercial sense. Next year a 
more comprehensive Resource Efficiency Roadmap is planned, which hopefully will look 
at the bigger picture, and also include issues such as water scarcity, depletion of fertile 
soils, and other natural resources. Knowing Commissioner Potocnik, he will focus a lot 
on making the market work for resource efficiency, whereby the first thing to do is to put 
an end to environmentally hazardous subsidies and getting prices right to taxes, 
charges, etc.  
 
We support that, and want this also to be applied to water. In fact, this is already official 
policy, laid down in the Water Framework Directive. This Directive says that, by this 
year, governments have to ensure that users pay the real price for the water they use, 
which includes the environmental impact and the resource costs, in broad sense. It is 
also expecting that the calculated costs are spread equally among households, industry 
and agriculture. This includes that water that requires damaging infrastructure to deliver 
it becomes more expensive, less damaging infrastructure has an advantage. 
 
As EEB we published an assessment in 2009 of the draft River Basin Management 
Plans, drawn up by the relevant public authorities. This showed that: 

- Water prices are still only designed to recover SOME of the financial costs of 
water services. 

- Only in 6 cases they were designed to reduce water use, in 5 cases to reduce 
pollution. 



- Only in 2 cases to reduce impacts of infrastructure on river structure 
(hydromorphology). 

- Household and are industry targeted most of the time (though prices industry 
pays often unknown). Agriculture targeted less frequently, only in 6 cases.  

 
Too many member states fail to account for all costs and share them among users 
If not corrected, this will undermine efforts to green Europe’s water management 
Social consequences of water prices are explicitly acknowledged under the WFD and, in 
our view, should be mitigated, e.g through a block tariff system 
 
Waste prevention and waste management are also closely linked to resource use and 
resource efficiency. The EU has waste policies for decades, and have probably 
prevented worse. Originally this policy concentrated on preventing negative impacts on 
health and the natural environment due to uncontrolled or insufficiently careful waste 
management. This is still important, but it becomes more and more clear that we have to 
focus also waste policy as part of resource efficiency. Besides waste prevention, for 
example in the packaging sector, the focus on re-use and recycling are important. We 
have already legislation that promotes this, but this is incomplete and in the last few 
years incineration, with as objective to produce energy, has gained popularity at the 
expense of material recycling. As EEB we fight against this, and with regards to the 
Waste Directive that was adopted two years ago to reorganize the general waste 
policies, we did have some success. However, it was worrying that we had to mobilize in 
particular the European Parliament to bring clarity and ambition into the waste debate, 
where the European Commission looked at waste policies from an almost scientific and 
less from a political perspective. 
Ambitious waste prevention, re-use and recycling policies can help to increase resource 
efficiency in our societies. But on top of that: 

‐ Prevention and recycling create more jobs than incineration and disposal  
‐ Designing products and packaging which are easier to recycle lead to 

innovations and qualified jobs opportunities 
‐ Prevention and Recycling saves money (even if the local taxes increase) 

compared to disposal if we account all the side effects for health and 
environment 

‐ Prevention and recycling save CO2 emissions (see the gone to waste report by 
FOE: “Gone to waste, argues that around half of all the key recyclables available 
in the municipal, commercial and industrial (C&I) waste streams were being sent 
for disposal. On a European level, if this material had been recycled then: e 
would have saved CO2eq emissions of 148 million tonnes, equivalent to 
taking approximately 47 million cars off the road per year. The material would 
have had a minimum potential monetary value of €5.25 billion. “ (oct 2009). 

‐ FoE just released a report calculating the EU job potential of additional 
employment, being more than 500.000 jobs. 

 
You are representing people working in the public sector. While several services have 
been privatized, in energy, water, waste, the public sector still has influence over how 
these services develop. And there are more key sectors that can make a difference for 
sustainable development, such as the public transport sector, infrastructure planning in 
cities and on the country side. Together you have a lot of strings in your hands to make 
a better world. And also here counts: giving a good example can be better than many 
words. Greening public procurement is taking off: more and more public authorities try to 
do this systematically. Important then is that it is not fake, but real. That green products 



and services are really green. The European Commission is currently developing criteria 
to assist public authorities, but they are not all that ambitious. For public authorities it is 
important however that green public procurement does not get discredited, so maybe 
EPSU would like to join in demand for credible criteria that will lead to procurement that 
really triggers sustainable production and consumption. EEB would be ready to 
cooperate with you on this. 
 
 


