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Summary
The purpose of the study ‘Towards an 8th Environment Action Programme –
Local and regional dimension’ is to inform the Committee of the Regions (CoR)
in the preparation of its own-initiative opinion on the Environment Action
Programme (EAP), focused specifically on a possible 8th EAP. This study aims
to support the opinion through an analysis of the local and regional dimensions
of a potential 8th EAP considering in particular:
 different types of territorial communities and a possible typology of
territorial communities for an EAP;
 the roles of rural areas and local and regional authorities (LRAs) in an
EAP;
 horizontal aspects of an EAP.
The introductory section, Parts 1 and 2 of the study aim to provide information
about the local and regional dimensions of an EAP including the role of LRAs,
past lessons and horizontal aspects of an EAP, and the types of territorial
communities that can be linked to an EAP with a specific focus on rural
communities. Part 3 provides an analysis of the potential role of multi-level
governance in a new EAP including the local and regional dimensions of
objectives and targets, stakeholder involvement and integration of
environmental objectives across sectoral policies. The final part of the study
provides recommendations based on the findings of the previous parts. To the
extent possible, the recommendations are grouped around specific issues and
provide practical tips about the integration of local and regional dimensions in
an 8th EAP. The study is based on collection of existing information through
literature review and stakeholder feedback (for a list of the sources used see
Annexes 1 and 2).

Main findings
The EAP is an important aspect of the European Union’s environmental
framework as it outlines priority objectives the EU environmental policy and
guides the measures that are adopted to achieve these objectives. The last two
EAPs (6th EAP for the period 2002-2012 and the 7th EAP for the period until
2020) have been adopted following the co-decision procedure involving the
European Parliament and the Council, enhancing the programmes’ legitimacy.
In addition, stakeholders, including LRAs, can contribute to the development of
the programmes through the public consultation process, which contributes in
creating a sense of ownership among stakeholders at the national and local
1

levels. The implementation and monitoring of the EAP, on the other hand, is
defined through actions and provisions in each particular programme.
Consequently, the involvement of LRAs in the implementation of the EAP has
been rather limited.
Nevertheless, stakeholder feedback collected in the course of this study shows
that the EAP is not well known among local stakeholders. This is partly due to
its non-binding nature and the absent links to financing, and partly due to the
lack of recognition of the various local needs and lack of specific actions for
LRAs.
The 7th EAP defined not only thematic environmental objectives but also several
horizontal and enabling framework condition objectives. For example, it
recognised the need to improve the overall implementation of environmental
policy in the EU, improve the knowledge and evidence base for policy-making,
enhance the investments in environmental actions, improve the sectoral policy
coherence and enhance the sustainability of cities. While the 7th EAP recognised
the role of LRAs in supporting these objectives (e.g. their role in policy
implementation and ensuring policy coherence is emphasised), it lacks
concreteness and dedicated actions that define the roles of LRAs more
specifically. As evidenced by the mid-term review of the 7th EAP1, these aspects
remain relevant and further actions are required to improve the implementation
of the programme. This provides an opportunity to consider the local and
regional dimensions of the programme more strategically and strengthen the
roles of local and regional communities in a possible 8th EAP.
Furthermore, the 7th EAP outlined actions for improving the sustainability of
cities; however, it may be argued that it ‘ignored’ other types of communities.
While cities are important hubs for achieving a range of environmental, climate
and energy objectives, they do not exist in isolation from their surroundings and
the role of other territorial communities in supporting these objectives should be
considered too. There are different approaches, usually based on demography,
administration or geography, to classifying territorial communities for
consideration in the next EAP. For example, Eurostat’s Tercet territorial
typology distinguishes between cities/urban areas, intermediate areas and rural
areas as well as coastal areas, primarily based on demographic characteristics.
The Geographic specificities and Development Potential in Europe
(GEOSPECS) project focuses on geographic characteristics and distinguishes
between mountains, islands, sparsely populated areas, outermost regions, coastal
zones and border areas. While it is important to consider a large variety of
territorial communities in the next EAP, what is more critical is to recognise the
1

European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review.
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specific challenges and unique opportunities offered by each type of
communities and define EAP actions that adequately reflect these. Greater
recognition of the territories where environmental policy implementation needs
to occur to achieve the necessary systemic transformations could strengthen the
next EAP.
However, it might be difficult to clearly distinguish each type of territorial
community as there are often overlaps of some geographical characteristics.
Hence, the next EAP can make a simple yet useful distinction between
cities/urban areas and rural areas. Rural areas can encompass different
geographic features but generally face similar challenges across regions and
countries and offer similar benefits. For instance, rural areas in the EU have to
cope with remoteness, population decline, water stress and decline in economic
growth. At the same time, rural areas often host a large diversity of species and
habitats and hold a significant potential for development of renewable energy,
often in synergy with nearby cities and urban hubs. Therefore, the 8th EAP
should acknowledge the role of rural areas in meeting the environmental
challenges in the EU while outlining concrete actions to support them. Given the
importance of agriculture in rural areas, the EAP should seek greater coherence
and synergies with the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).
A greater recognition and inclusion of local territorial communities in the next
EAP requires effective and efficient governance of the programme at different
levels. Consequently, different aspects of multi-level governance will be
important in a possible 8th EAP – from vertical coordination between different
tiers of government, stakeholder engagement and sharing of environmental
knowledge to horizontal coordination and integration of different sectoral
policies. LRAs have a key role to play in all these areas as they implement
environmental policy at the local level, collect and manage environmental data,
implement solutions adapted to the local needs and are closest to local
stakeholders and their unique knowledge and understanding of the local
environment. Therefore, the 8th EAP can benefit from a multi-level governance
approach where the role of LRAs is acknowledged, clearly defined and
coordinated.

Outlook and recommendations for the 8th EAP
The analysis carried out in the course of this study suggest that there are several
key areas where action is needed to improve the local and regional dimensions
of the next EAP:
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 LRAs and local communities should be more involved in the EAP process.
 The EAP should be better integrated with other areas of EU policies and
funding.
 The EAP should cover a variety of local communities and their specific
needs.
 The EAP should include actions that are as specific as possible and
tailored to regional and local communities.
Therefore, the following recommendations concerning the overall process of the
EAP and its content or horizontal aspects can be defined for the next EAP.
Enhance the involvement of LRAs and other local stakeholders in the EAP
process - Participation in the development of the programme should be
encouraged and promoted further as a means of creating ownership and raising
awareness about the programme. Furthermore, the role of LRAs and other local
stakeholders in the implementation of the EAP could be expanded and
developed further through EAP actions that are specific to local stakeholders
and the competences of LRAs such as data collection or citizens involvement.
Efforts should also be dedicated to popularising EAP among LRAs.
Engage local stakeholders – The EAP could define specific roles for LRAs in
stakeholder involvement in view to ensure local support and stakeholder
acceptance of environmental actions and harness local knowledge and expertise
through co-creation.
Include a variety of territorial communities - The next EAP should recognise
and address the role of different types of local and regional communities in the
implementation of environmental policy and the EAP objectives. It should
outline actions that support local communities in addressing local challenges but
also in harnessing local opportunities, synergies and environmental benefits.
Recognise strong performance – The next EAP provides an opportunity to
establish a mechanism for rewarding communities that make significant
contributions to the strategic vision for the European environment through an
awards program.
Outline objectives and actions for local communities – The next EAP should
outline specific actions and responsibilities for local stakeholders, particularly
LRAs, in order to make the programme more relevant for these actors and
ensure its overall objectives are supported by activities at all government levels.
This can be communicated through guiding actions for LRAs, examples and
promotion of voluntary local objectives and plans (e.g. following the principles
of the Covenant of Mayors).
4

Promote coordination with LRAs - In addition to defining clear
responsibilities and objectives for LRAs, coordination between local, national
and EU level policy-makers should be promoted and enhanced. The next EAP
could be more specific in this respect and provide examples of relevant
platforms and fora for coordination between different levels of government in
the context of environmental policy.
Ensure that the EAP strengthens the integration and coherence between
environmental and sectoral policies - The translation of the EAP’s objectives
and actions into specific sectoral policy is particularly important for reaching
local and regional stakeholders and supporting the policy coherence at national
or local levels. The next EAP could identify specific actions for environmental
objectives integration in key EU sectoral policies that have significant links with
environmental and climate policy and the various financing instruments under
the Multi-annual Financial Framework (MFF). Particularly important is the
coherence between environmental objectives and the main instruments for EU
cohesion policy such as the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF)
and the CAP. The policy integration at the EU level could be supported by
suggestions how EAP objectives can be integrated with sectoral policies at the
national, regional or local levels.
Expand the knowledge and evidence base for environmental policy further The next EAP should propose further actions for improving the knowledge and
evidence base for environmental policy, especially at the local level. The actions
could focus on capacity building measures for LRAs as well as stronger links
between the EAP and EU research and innovation (R&I) policy.
Enhance the links between the EAP and the EU funding for environmental
and climate action or territorial cooperation - The next EAP could improve
the links between the proposed objectives and actions and the available EU
funding for environment and climate action by providing an overview of the
financing instruments available and direct LRAs and other stakeholders to
relevant information portals or advisory hubs.
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I. Introduction
The purpose of this study is to support the Committee of the Regions in
preparing an own-initiative opinion on the Environment Action Programme
(EAP), during the preparation of the 8th EAP. The Committee’s opinion is
intended to be forward-looking – while it will build on the lessons from previous
environment action programmes, the goal is to shape the next EAP. This study
takes a similar approach by reviewing the shortcomings and successes from
previous EAPs, but remaining focused on the opportunities to strengthen the
next EAP.
The EAP is an important aspect of the European Union’s environmental
framework. Under Article 192(3) of the Treaty of the Functioning of the
European Union (TFEU), the priority objectives of EU policy on the
environment should be set out in a general environment action program.
Measures to achieve these actions are to be adopted by the EU. An environment
action programme can assist in setting out an overarching, strategic agenda for
environmental policy during a given period. The involvement of the Council and
the European Parliament in the process of approving an environment action
programme confers legitimacy on the objectives and actions set out in the
programme2. In doing so, a programme can assist in drawing together disparate
aspects of EU environmental policy-making into a coherent narrative, guide
policy implementation in the short- to medium-term and support integration of
environmental policy objectives into other policy areas. For national, regional
and local authorities, the programme can provide a reference to EU policy
priorities, supporting them in defending the EU’s environmental policy goals
and building political will3.
The current 7th EAP, the General Union Environment Action Programme to
2020 – Living well, within the limits of our planet4, was agreed in November
2013 and will continue until 31 December 2019. It has nine priority objectives:
three thematic priorities; four priorities related to the enabling framework; and
two additional horizontal priorities. The priorities are outlined in the table
below.

2

Commission Staff Working Document, Impact Assessment Accompanying the document Proposal for a
Decision of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to
2020 "Living well, within the limits of our planet", SWD(2012) 398 final, p23.
3
Ibid. p10.
4
Decision No 1386/2013/EU of 20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to
2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’ (hereafter ‘7th EAP).
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Table 1: Priority objectives of the 7th EAP5
Thematic priorities
1. To protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital
2. To turn the Union into a resource-efficient, green and competitive low-carbon economy
3. To safeguard the Union’s citizens from environment-related pressures and risks to health
and well-being
The enabling framework
4. To maximise the benefits of Union environment legislation by improving implementation
5. To improve the knowledge and evidence base for Union environment policy
6. To secure investment for environment and climate policy and address environmental
externalities
7. To improve environmental integration and policy coherence
Additional horizontal priorities related to ‘meeting local, regional and global
challenges’
8. To enhance the sustainability of the Union’s cities
9. To increase the Union’s effectiveness in addressing international environmental and
climate-related challenges

The European Parliamentary Research Service recently completed an evaluation
of the implementation of the 7th EAP6. The Commission is currently evaluating
the 7th EAP to ensure is it meeting its objectives, and to inform the development
of the next EAP.

I.1 Local and regional authorities’ involvement in the EAP
In order to understand the local and regional dimensions of the EAPs and learn
from past experiences, it is important to consider the role of local and regional
authorities (LRAs) in the EAP process – from its preparation to its
implementation and monitoring – both in principle and in practice. The EAP is
adopted in the form of Decision of the European Parliament and the Council
following the ordinary legislative procedure7. According to the Guidelines on
Better Regulation, any initiative, like the EAP, that can have significant
economic, social and environmental impact, should be accompanied by an
impact assessment and a stakeholder consultation strategy8. The procedures for
5

As outlined in the 7th EAP.
European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review,
European Implementation Assessment November 2017, European Parliamentary Research Service.
7
As stated in Article 192(3) of the TFEU.
8
European Commission’s Better Regulation Guidelines, Chapter VII Guidelines on Stakeholder Consultation,
p.70.
6
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implementation and monitoring of each EAP are elaborated in the programmes
themselves. Therefore, in principle the involvement of LRAs in the preparation
of the EAP is possible through the different forms of stakeholder consultation
granted by procedural rules devoted to stakeholder involvement under the Better
Regulation Guidelines. LRAs’ involvement in the implementation and
monitoring depend on the specific provisions of each EAP.
The 7th EAP was prepared following the Better Regulation guidelines and
stakeholders had the opportunity to share their views on its content. The 2012
Impact Assessment for the 7th EAP9 refers to an open public consultation on the
priorities that should guide the Commission’s action in the next EAP, several
specific stakeholder consultations and diverse events in which stakeholders
participated. Contributions to the open public consultation were submitted from
businesses, NGOs, regional/local public authorities, national authorities and
other organisations and individuals - nearly 13% of all organisation responses
were from local or regional authorities. Various specific stakeholder groups
provided their views in bilateral meetings with the Commission or through
published opinions (including the CoR’s opinion10). LRAs and other
stakeholders now have the opportunity to contribute also to the evaluation of the
7th EAP, which aims to assess the programme’s contribution in delivering its
objectives in a smart way11, through an open public consultation on the
Evaluation of the 7th EAP that was recently launched (3 May 2018 – 26 July
2018)12.
The 7th EAP outlines actions that should be taken to achieve each of its nine
objectives. Even though the focus of the actions is mainly on EU-level or
national-level action, there are some references to the need for coordination with
regional and local level authorities and a specific horizontal objective on the
sustainability of cities with actions aimed at improving urban sustainability. The
need for coordination across different levels of governances in mentioned in the
following cases:

9

Commission Staff Working Document, Impact Assessment Accompanying the document Proposal for a
Decision of the European Parliament and of the Council on a General Union Environment Action Programme to
2020 "Living well, within the limits of our planet", SWD(2012) 398 final, p.7.
10
Committee of the Regions, 2013, Opinion of the Committee of the Regions on ‘Towards a 7th Environment
Action Programme: better implementation of EU environment law’.
11
Evaluation of the General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 (7th EAP):
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-5442833_en (accessed 9 May 2018).
12
Public consultation on the Evaluation of the 7th Environment Action Programme
https://ec.europa.eu/info/consultations/public-consultation-evaluation-7th-environment-action-programme_en
(accessed 9 May 2018).
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 Priority 4 on implementation of environmental legislation: one of the
actions outlined is for preparing partnership implementation agreements
on a voluntary basis between Member States and the Commission,
involving local and regional participation where appropriate.
 Priority 7 on environmental integration and policy coherence: the
preamble emphasises the important role of LRAs in land use planning,
assessing environmental impacts at the local level, conserving natural
capital and achieving resilience to the impacts of climate change and
natural disasters.
 Priority 8 on the sustainability of cities: the preamble stresses that
sustainable urban development requires effective and efficient
coordination between different levels of administration and across
administrative boundaries and the systematic involvement of LRAs in the
planning, formulation and development of policies which have an impact
on the quality of the urban environment13.
Article 4 of the Decision adopting the 7th EAP provides some brief provisions
concerning the monitoring the programme’s implementation and states that the
7th EAP will be monitored in the context of regular monitoring of the Europe
2020 Strategy or relevant environmental and climate action legislation.
Indicators developed by the European Environment Agency (EEA) on the state
of the environment or other relevant indicators (e.g. for the 2020 climate and
energy targets) will be used to inform monitoring14. No further details or
references to the roles of different stakeholders in the monitoring are provided.
Experience from previous EAPs shows that LRAs’ participation in the
preparation of the EAP in the framework of overall stakeholder involvement is a
positive aspect but their limited roles in the implementation of the programmes
might have negative consequences. The final assessment of the 6th EAP – the
first EAP to be adopted via the co-decision procedure – highlights that the
stakeholders applauded the fact that the programme was adopted by co-decision
as they considered this helped give more legitimacy to the programme and
create a wider sense of ownership for subsequent policy proposals. For instance,
some stakeholders saw the 6th EAP as a reference point, at a national, regional
and local level to defend environment policy, secure appropriate funding and to
provide predictability for business15. This notion is echoed also by the mid-term
13

7th EAP.
7th EAP.
15
European Commission, 2011, The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme – Final Assessment,
COM(2011) 531 final.
14
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of the 7th EAP, which finds that many stakeholders view the programme as a
strategic guidance document that helps raise awareness and initiate actions on
priority issues by putting them on the political agenda while improving the
predictability of EU policy-making16.
The implementation of both the 6th and 7th EAPs has been hindered by issues
with the implementation of EU environmental legislation in general, the midterm review of the 7th EAP reported findings from the Environmental
Implementation Review (EIR) that the poor implementation of the programme is
also a result of the poor involvement and engagement of local communities and
stakeholders (such as landowners and land users)17.

I.2 Local and regional dimensions of the EAP’s horizontal
aspects
The EAP has various horizontal aspects with significant local and regional
dimensions; these include implementation of environmental legislation,
financing of environmental action and improvement of policy integration. To
ensure that the next EAP is better suited to the needs of local and regional
communities and that LRAs can adequately support the implementation of the
EAP, these local and regional dimensions should be mapped together with the
potential gaps in the current set-up and the needs for further action in the next
EAP. This sub-section provides an overview of the local and regional
dimensions of the EAP’s horizontal aspects.

Improving the implementation of environmental legislation
Efficient and effective implementation of EU environmental legislation is an
important pre-condition for the successful implementation of the EAP. The final
assessment of the 6th EAP finds that the poor implementation of environmental
legislation compromised the achievement of objectives and the credibility of
environmental policy threatening the EU-wide environmental governance
structure18. The mid-term review of the 7th EAP reports the lack of coordination
between different management authorities at different regional and local levels
and the lack of cooperation between different governance bodies (such as water
European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review,
pp.52-53.
17
European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review,
p.22.
18
European Commission, 2011, The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme – Final Assessment,
COM(2011) 531 final.
16
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and nature) as some of the main causes for the non-fulfilment of the core
thematic objectives. Furthermore, the role of cities in implementing
environmental legislation is insufficiently studied19. Hence, the continuous
improvement of environmental legislation implementation is likely to remain
relevant also for the next EAP with more focus on the roles and coordination
between different national, regional and local authorities in relation to different
policy obligations. Part 3 explores the role of multi-level governance in a new
EAP in more detail.

Improving the knowledge and evidence base for environmental
policy
The final assessment of the 6th EAP outlined the need for expanding the
environmental knowledge base in order to better understand the drivers and
interlinkages of environmental pressures, the barriers to improving
environmental conditions and implementing legislation, the costs of inaction and
the development of indicators20. While this aspect was included in the 7th EAP
(e.g. through research efforts and streamlining of environmental and climate
data), the practical implementation of this priority, especially at the local level,
faces obstacles such as the lack of human resources, administrative capacity and
access to funding for integrated planning and use of the available knowledge and
data21.
In addition, more research and knowledge about the specific
environmental challenges and opportunities in different types of local
communities is needed22. Therefore, expanding the knowledge base for
environmental policy in general and the needs of specific local communities in
particular will be required going forward together with further actions for
building capacities and making this operational at the regional and local levels.

Investments for environmental action
Securing sufficient investment for environmental action is a common challenge
to the implementation of environmental policy. For example, the final
assessment of the 6th EAP finds that more progress could have been made
towards the goal of halting the decline of biodiversity if there was more political
attention and financial commitments from both the EU and the Member States23.
The challenge of insufficient financing has persisted and the mid-term review of
European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review.
European Commission, 2011, The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme – Final Assessment,
COM(2011) 531 final.
21
European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review.
22
Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories.
23
European Commission, 2011, The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme – Final Assessment,
COM(2011) 531 final.
19
20
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the 7th EAP finds that stakeholders view the funding at EU and national level as
inadequate and consider that private funding has not increased. The lack of
adequate funding has been flagged as a particular problem in the field of
biodiversity, while the difficulty of securing constant funding as opposed to oneoff financing has been noted as a general issue24. Even though there are different
EU financing options that can directly (e.g. the LIFE programme) or indirectly
(e.g. the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF), the European
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), the European Fund for
Strategic Investments and different instruments of the European Investment
Bank (EIB)) support investments in environment and climate action, LRAs do
not always benefit as much as possible from these opportunities. LRAs face a
range of obstacles in accessing EU funding including lack of awareness,
insufficient administrative capacity or technical knowledge to prepare
applications and fulfil funding requirements and procedures, budgetary,
regulatory and political constraints25. Hence, the links between environmental
policy and EU funding options together with guidance how to access them will
have to be enhanced further.

Improving environmental integration and policy coherence
The need for more coherence between different EU sectoral policies has been
highlighted in the past and the previous EAPs have tried to enhance the
integration across policies. The 6th EAP centred in particular on integrating
environmental concerns in all Thematic Strategies highlighting the need for
mainstreaming environmental expenditure and financing the Natura 2000
network. It also highlighted the need to maximize the effectiveness of financing
from programmes whose primary objective is not environmental protection26.
The 7th EAP built on this and with its Priority 7 (see Table 1) aims to ensure
sectoral policies are developed and implemented in a way that supports relevant
environment and climate targets and objectives27. Additionally, as a result of
continuous efforts at the EU level the links between environmental objectives
and different streams of EU policy and funding, including for agriculture and
regional and cohesion policy, have been strengthened e.g. with the introduction
of ex-ante conditionalities for e.g. nature, water and energy policy in the ESIF or
the cross-compliance rules in the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).

European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review.
Rossi, L. Gancheva, M. and O’Brien, S. 2017 Financing climate action: opportunities and challenges for local
and regional authorities, and McGuinn, J. et al. 2017, Effective multi-level environmental governance for a
better implementation of EU environment legislation.
26
European Commission, 2011, The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme – Final Assessment,
COM(2011) 531 final.
27 th
7 EAP.
24
25

13

Nevertheless, policy coherence is required also at the national, regional and even
local levels. The 7th EAP recognised the need for policy coherence and
coordination also at the regional and local levels, especially as some
competences e.g. related to land use planning, remain under the authority of
LRAs. However, the mid-term review reported that coordination with important
local stakeholders such as landowners and land users has been insufficient28.
Furthermore, according to stakeholders interviewed, the EAP is seen as a
guiding document that policy-makers responsible for sectoral policy such as the
different Commission Directorates-General (DGs) can interpret and use for the
preparation of sectoral policies29. Hence, the links between the EAP and other
sectoral policies at different levels of governance should be strengthened.

Enhancing the sustainability of cities
The final assessment of the 6th EAP concluded that the impacts of environmental
quality on health should be integrated into a broader policy objective in which
the urban environment were reflected since nearly 75% of the EU population
lived in urban areas30. This resulted in the inclusion of Priority 8 in the 7th EAP
(see Table 1) with the aim to ensure that the majority of cities are implementing
policies for sustainable urban planning and design and actions for improving
urban sustainability. While cities and urban areas are the home of the majority of
the European population and are places where there are both considerable
environmental pressures and considerable potential for improvement and
development of solutions, other local, non-urban, communities and territories
face similar problems and opportunities31. The mid-term review of the 7th EAP
reports that better collaboration with rural actors is needed as well as giving
more attention to the interrelations between cities and their hinterland (rural
areas) e.g. concerning co-existence and interdependencies, food and commuter
flows32. Therefore, recognising and appropriately addressing the role and
interactions of other local and regional communities in the EAP is required
going forward.

European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review.
Interview with POLIS.
30
European Commission, 2011, The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme – Final Assessment,
COM(2011) 531 final.
31
Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories.
32
European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review.
28
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I.3 Stakeholder feedback
Even though carrying out a comprehensive consultation with stakeholders is
outside the scope of this study, EU level organisations representing LRAs were
invited to share any relevant inputs. The feedback received from the
stakeholders in the course of this study (see Annex 2 for details) indicates that
the EAP is not well known among LRAs. The EAP is seen as a guiding strategic
document that can help set out local strategic agenda/ vision and frame the
interlinks between environmental issues and other policies but is generally not
considered very relevant at the local level. For instance, the EAP inspired and
provided some guidance for the preparation of the Tuscan Environmental and
Energetic Action Plan, nevertheless the local authorities view the EAP primarily
as an example for shifting the policy focus from environmental conservation to
the interactions between economy and environment33.
The main reasons the EAP is not considered relevant at the local level are the
facts that the programme is not binding and not linked to any particular
legislation or funding34. For example, the 7th EAP is thought to lack
concreteness and links to legislation, EU initiatives (e.g. the Covenant of
Mayors) or the EIR. It was also pointed out that the EAP should have to the
extent possible more specific local objectives and roles for local authorities35
and clear links with EU funding and the next Multi-annual Financial Framework
(MFF)36. The need to focus more on implementation of the current or similar
objectives rather than to define new objectives37 and to include actions for
different types of local communities (e.g. mountains, coastal areas) were also
mentioned38.
Therefore, a key aspect of this study is to examine how the next EAP can be
more relevant for LRAs by considering different aspects such as inclusion of
different types of local communities (Parts 1 and 2) and the role of multi-level
governance in the EAP (Part 3).

33

Information provided by the Region of Tuscany.
Interviews with CEEweb for Biodiversity and Eurocities.
35
Interviews with POLIS and Eurocities and feedback received by the Region of Tuscany.
36
All stakeholders that provided feedback.
37
Information provided by CEMR.
38
Information provided by Euromontana.
34
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1. Part 1: Analysis of the potential role of a
new EAP in multiple typologies of
territorial communities
Part 1 of the study focuses on the local and regional dimensions of the EAP and
the role of a new EAP in multiple types (or typologies) of territorial
communities. The purpose of this analysis is to ensure that development of an 8th
EAP is informed by an understanding of the different priorities and needs of
different types of local communities. The section concludes with an overview of
possible classifications of types of territorial communities for consideration
during the development of the next EAP.

1.1 Classifying territorial communities
Before outlining the role a new EAP can have in multiple typologies or types of
territorial communities, the different ways to classify territories in Europe
should be examined. There are different characteristics around which territories
can be classified and organised. Some of the most common choices are
demography (i.e. number of citizens), geography (i.e. geographical attributes of
the territory) and administration (i.e. the pre-existing administrative division of a
country/area). The rest of this section presents some examples of classifying
territorial communities in Europe based on these different characteristics.

1.1.1 Eurostat classification
Eurostat uses a hierarchical system for dividing the territory of the EU called
Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS). The NUTS
classification is used for the collection and development of harmonised EU
regional statistics, socio-economic analysis of regions and the development and
monitoring of EU regional policy. There are three levels of NUTS regions
defined:
 NUTS 1: major socio-economic regions; inhabitants in the range of 3-7
million;
 NUTS 2: basic regions for the application of regional policies, this
classification usually mirrors the territorial administrative division of the
Member States; inhabitants in the range 800,000 - 3 million;
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 NUTS 3: small regions with inhabitants in the range 150,000-800,00039.
The NUTS classification was given a legal status in 2003 with Regulation
1059/2003, which allows also for the classification to be amended, e.g. by the
request of Member States when they are changing their territorial organisation,
as long as it remains unchanged for at least three years. The most recent
amendment to the NUTS classification took place in 2016 resulting in 104
NUTS 1 regions, 281 NUTS 2 regions and 1,348 NUTS 3 regions used for EU
policy development and monitoring40.
The NUTS classification is an integral part of EU regional development and
territorial cohesion policy. For example, the distribution and implementation of
ESIF, including the European Regional and Development Fund (ERDF) and the
Cohesion Fund (CF) managed by DG REGIO, are organised along the NUTS 2
level of classification41. As the current programming period (2014-2020) of the
ESIF entered into force before the latest amendments to the NUTS
classification, the NUTS 2 regions used for the ESIF refers to the 2013
classification presented in the next figure.

39

Eurostat, 2018, NUTS, Background webpage: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background and NUTS,
Principles and characteristics webpage: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/principles-and-characteristics
(accessed 4 May 2018).
40
Eurostat, 2018, NUTS, History of NUTS webpage: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/history (accessed 4
May 2018).
41
Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 […] laying down common provisions on the European Regional Development
Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development
and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and laying down general provisions on the European Regional
Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund and the European Maritime and Fisheries
Fund and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006.
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Figure 1: NUTS 2 regions with corresponding statistical regions in EFTA countries,
candidate countries and potential candidates (2013 NUTS version)

Source: Eurostat, 2018, NUTS Maps webpage: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/nuts-maps-.pdf-

To meet the needs of EU policy makers, Eurostat also uses Local Administrative
Units (LAUs), which are compatible with the NUTS classification and can be
seen as a sub-level of the NUTS 3 regions, comprised of the municipalities and
communes of the EU42.

42

Eurostat, 2018, NUTS, Local Administrative Units (LAU) webpage:
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/local-administrative-units (accessed 4 May 2018).
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Based on territorial units at the sub-levels of NUTS 3 regions and LAUs,
Eurostat has defined several typologies of territories for the purposes of
collecting statistics and targeting policy interventions through the ‘Tercet’43
legislative initiative. These territorial typologies are grouped around three
characteristics, based on analysis of population density and distribution in
statistical grid cells, enabling the identification of ‘urban centres’, ‘urban
clusters’ and ‘rural grid cells’44. The following table presents a summary of the
Tercet typologies of territories.
Table 2: Tercet territorial typologies45
Typologies at NUTS 3 level:
Typologies at the LAU level:
1. Urban-rural typology:
1. Degree of urbanisation (DEGURBA):
 ‘Predominantly urban regions’;
 ‘Urban areas’:
 ‘Intermediate regions’;
 ‘Cities’ or ‘Densely populated areas’;
 ‘Predominantly rural regions’.
 ‘Towns and suburbs’ or ‘Intermediate
density areas’;
 ‘Rural areas’ or ‘Thinly populated areas’.
2. Metropolitan typology:



‘Metropolitan regions’;
‘Non-metropolitan regions’.

3. Coastal typology:
 ‘Coastal regions’;
 ‘Non-coastal regions’.

2. Functional urban areas:
‘Cities’ plus their ‘Commuting zones’.
3. Coastal areas:
 ‘Coastal areas’;
 ‘Non-coastal areas’.

1.1.2 OECD classification
The territorial classification of countries within the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) is based on two Territorial Levels
(TLs) that reflect the administrative organisation of the countries. The higher
level or TL2 regions are macro regions and correspond to the first administrative
tier of subnational government (e.g. the ‘Länder’ in Germany or the ‘Régions’ in
France) while the lower level or TL3 regions are micro regions and correspond
to administrative regions and territorial divisions (e.g. the ‘Kreise’ in Germany
and the ‘Départements’ in France). For European countries the OECD
classification is largely consistent with the NUTS classification of Eurostat
European Commission, 2016, Proposal for a Regulation […] amending Regulation (EC) No1059/2003 as
regards the territorial typologies (Tercet).
44
Eurostat, 2018, NUTS, Tercet – Territorial typologies webpage: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/tercetterritorial-typologies (accessed 4 May 2018).
45
Eurostat, 2018, NUTS, Tercet – Territorial typologies webpage: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/tercetterritorial-typologies (accessed 4 May 2018).
43
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allowing comparison of data and information across the two typologies46. In
addition, TL3 regions can be divided into ‘predominantly urban’, ‘intermediate’
or ‘predominantly rural’ regions47.

1.1.3 GEOSPECS classification
The Geographic specificities and Development Potential in Europe
(GEOSPECS) project looked at the specific characteristics, challenges and
development opportunities of certain European territories defined as having
particular challenges and particular assets. More specifically, GEOSPECS
considered the following categories of geographic areas, based on LAU units48:
Areal notions:
 Mountains - this delineation is based on altitude, terrain roughness and
slope.
 Islands – these are all territories that are physically disjoint from the
European mainland or the main islands of the British Isles (UK and
Ireland) but excluding inland islands.
 Sparsely Populated Areas (SPAs) – they are usually defined based on
population densities (e.g. for Regional Policy the threshold is 8
inhabitants/km2) or as in the case of GEOSPECS based on population
potentials, i.e. ‘the number of persons that can be reached within a
maximum generally accepted daily commuting or mobility area from each
point in space.
 Outermost Regions (ORs) - ORs are legally defined and refer to areas of
Member States which are geographically distant from the European
continent. There are nine ORs49.

46

OECD, 2018, OECD Territorial Grids.
OECD, 2011, OECD Regional Typology.
48
Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories.
49
DG REGIO, Regional policy & outermost regions webpage:
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/themes/outermost-regions/ (accessed 6 June 2018).
47
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Linear notions:
 Coastal Zones – the delineation is based on mobility and interaction,
namely areas within commuting distance (45 minutes by road) of the
coastline and areas that are contiguous to the sea.
 Border Areas – the delineation is based on commuting time-distance of 45
minutes, as a proxy for the maximum generally accepted commuting
distance.

1.2 Typology of territorial communities for the next EAP
As a programme setting the framework for environmental and other sectoral
policy development, the EAP should consider the specific needs of different
territorial communities and propose a framework that can accommodate tailored
actions. However, the feasibility of such a proposal depends on the classification
of territorial communities. The Eurostat NUTS classification is well accepted
and widely used and already contains a considerable amount of historical data.
Nevertheless, together with the LAU classification, it remains focused on
administrative divisions and demography more than other attributes that may be
more significant in terms of impact on environmental governance. This makes
the identification of common environmental challenges across NUTS regions
less practical. This is also true ofthe TL2 and TL3 levels of OECD territorial
classification. What might be better suited for the purposes of the EAP are the
Tercet typologies, the additional sub-division of OECD TL3 areas or the
GEOSPECS areas as common environmental pressures, risks or opportunities
for action can be more easily identified for such areas across Member States.
For example, mountains and coastal areas are particularly vulnerable to climate
change impacts. This is partly due to their geographic characteristics (e.g. the
closeness to seas leads to a higher risk of floods from rising sea levels) and
partly to their economic characteristics (e.g. tourism is a leading economic
sector in many mountainous or coastal areas). SPAs are sometimes the ‘home’
of mining or heavy industry operations, which lead to different environmental
pressures. Nonetheless, all different areas also have particular natural assets that
might not only create challenges but also offer opportunities for action. For
instance, mountains, SPAs and ORs cover large varieties of habitats and species
important for biodiversity and, in the case of ORs, forests with global
importance for climate action. Mountains and coastal areas may also hold
significant potential for development of renewable energy. Hence, considering
territories based on common geographical features in addition to economic and
demographic characteristics allows for the identification of unique opportunities
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and consideration of positive externalities such as the particular natural assets of
an area50.
One approach to mapping the challenges and opportunities of different territorial
communities are the nexus models proposed by Gloersen, E. et al. (2013). These
models map the intermediary processes and links between the environmental,
economic and social challenges, defining features and opportunities in each
specific territorial community51. The following two figures show examples of
nexus models for mountains as an instance of aerial notions and coastal areas as
an illustration of linear notions.

50
51

Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories.
Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories.
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Figure 2: Nexus model for mountains

Source: Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories

Figure 3: Nexus model for coastal areas

Source: Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories

Cities and the improvement of urban sustainability have been considered in the
7th EAP and it is possible that they are included also in the next EAP making
the consideration of other ‘non-urban’ or city areas crucial. While all of the
classifications considered above offer the possibility to cover different territorial
communities, they might overlap e.g. a mountainous island would classify under
multiple GEOSPECs categories or an ‘urban area’ of the Tercet typology might
also be a coastal area.
Using the GEOSPECS categories might be an appropriate way to take into
account very distinct areas with specific needs, but a more practical way for
consideration of territorial communities in the next EAP might be to distinguish
between cities/urban areas and non-urban or rural areas (e.g. Tercet ‘urban-rural
typology’ or DEGURBA typology). In such a distinction, rural areas might
cover various types of geographic areas such as mountains, islands or SPAs.
The next section provides further suggestions how rural areas can be considered
in the next EAP.
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2. Part 2: Case study on communities in
rural areas
Part 2 of the study builds upon the previous part and focuses specifically on the
communities in rural areas. It covers in more detail the particular challenges
these communities face, their place in the current EAP set-up and the possible
roles of rural areas in the next EAP.

2.1 Rural areas in the EU
To understand the role and potential of rural areas in a new EAP, it is important
to define the scope and concept of ‘rural areas’. While there is a clear
understanding of these terms by the general public, definitions vary across
Member States52. In general, definitions of rural areas are based on the
population distribution in an area, with areas with fewer than 300 inhabitants per
kilometre identified as rural areas53, and rural regions defined as those where
there are no large urban centres and at least 50% of the population live in rural
areas. 28% of the EU’s population lived in rural areas in 201554.
Rural areas in each Member State face challenges and opportunities that are
specific to their local environment, with each rural area differing in terms of
their environment, economy and population. Nonetheless, certain common
challenges rural areas can be identified55. Some key characteristics of rural areas
are detailed below. There is often no clear categorisation of these characteristics
as economic, social or environmental – often a particular characteristic will have
both socio-economic and environmental implications.
 Remoteness: Rural areas tend to be located at long distance from services
and decision-making processes (e.g. central government agencies)56. The
remoteness of rural areas can make mobility a challenge, with rural
populations either lacking access to transport or dependent on cars for
access to work and services57. This higher dependence on cars has
European Commission, Regional Working Paper 2014 – A harmonised definition of cities and rural areas: the
new degree of urbanisation, 2014, WP 01/2014.
53
Eurostat, Methodology – Urban-Rural Typology, available at: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/ruraldevelopment/methodology (accessed 6 June 2018).
54
Eurostat, 2017, Regional yearbook 2017, p252.
55
Ruralite-Environnement-Developpement, Situtaion et defis du monde rural.
56
Ruralite-Environnement-Developpement, Situation et defis du monde rural.
57
European Environment Agency, ‘3.13 Rural areas – our link to the land’, Environment in the European Union
at the turn of the century, 1999, p342.
52

27

implications for the environment, with higher emissions of greenhouse
gases and ambient air pollutants and a greater need for road infrastructure.
 Lower economic growth and diversity: While rural communities
adjacent to urban areas may have dynamic economies, remote, sparsely
populated rural areas tend towards lower economic growth58. This is often
due to lower diversity in the local economy, with relatively high
dependence on a small number of sectors. Regions where economic
activity is concentrated in the agriculture, forestry and fishing sectors tend
to be sparsely populated rural areas59. However, rurality is not
synonymous with economic decline60, with some rural areas seizing
opportunities in new economic industries such as tourism or energy
generation. This economic diversification can also be challenged, and
changes to the biofuels targets in the Renewable Energy Directive post2020 are likely to require adjustments in the agriculture sector and may
impact rural employment61.
 Population decline: While rural populations have declined since the
Second World War62, there has been a gradual increase in the last few
years, potentially due to population shift away from cities due to housing
affordability reasons63. This recent growth in European rural populations
may appear to ameliorate concerns about population decline in rural areas;
however, it also creates its own challenges, in terms of providing services
to a growing but disperse population, urbanisation of land that was
previously agricultural or natural land, and competing interests of different
types of landowners. And despite recent Europe-wide growth in rural
populations, population decline continues to affect some communities,
particularly mountainous rural areas64.
 Higher risk of social exclusion in some Member States: In general, rural
populations face a slightly higher risk of poverty or social exclusion than
populations in cities, suburbs and towns – overall, one in five people in
rural areas are at risk of poverty. This increased risk of social exclusion is
58

Eurostat, 2017, Regional yearbook 2017, p252.
Eurostat, 2017, Regional yearbook 2017, p125.
60
European Environment Agency, ‘3.13 Rural areas – our link to the land’, Environment in the European Union
at the turn of the century, 1999, p340.
61
EURACTIV, EU biofuels policy: What is the impact on rural development?, 8 May 2017,
https://www.euractiv.com/section/biofuels/news/eu-biofuels-policy-what-impact-on-rural-development/
(Accessed 6 June 2018).
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Macdonald, D., et al, ‘Agricultural abandonment in mountain areas of Europe: Environmental consequences
and policy response’ in Journal of Environmental Management, (2000) 59, p47.
63
Eurostat, 2017, Regional yearbook 2017.
64
Macdonald, D., et al, ‘Agricultural abandonment in mountain areas of Europe: Environmental consequences
and policy response’ in Journal of Environmental Management, (2000) 59, p48.
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particularly notable in southern and eastern Member States, with more
than half of the rural population at risk of poverty or social exclusion in
some Member States (Bulgaria, Romania)65. Conversely, rural populations
in many western and northern Member States are much less likely to face
poverty or social exclusion.
 Urbanisation refers to the expansion of built-up areas into rural areas, and
is generally seen in the urban-rural interface. This process can lead to
fragmentation of open areas needed for agricultural production or nature
conservation66. In addition, the provision of infrastructure (for example,
energy transmission networks or roads) to service new urban areas can
exacerbate environmental issues.
 Delivery of services and infrastructure, for example, separate waste
collection, can be less cost efficient in rural areas due to low population
density67. Similarly, a cost-benefit approach can make environmental
action seem less favourable in rural areas, with action in rural areas
accruing fewer benefits in terms of social benefits (such as health
protection) due to lower population levels than in urban areas68.
 Water stress, with access to water critical in rural communities dependent
on the agriculture sector. Southern EU Member States in particular face
water stress due to rainfall variability and climate change. In addition,
access to clean drinking water can be insufficient in some areas, leading to
health risks69
 Impact of environmental policies: Large portions of the territory of
European rural areas can be subject to environmental policies. Due to the
concentrations of Europe’s biodiversity assets in rural areas, the
designation of protected areas under the Nature Directives70 can have
significant implications for agriculture and forestry activities, potentially
impacting rural communities disproportionately71. Protected areas under
65

Eurostat, Regional yearbook 2017, p256.
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European Parliament, 2017, Implementation of the 7th Environment Action Programme – Mid-term review,
p216.
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European Commission, 2011, The Sixth Community Environment Action Programme – Final Assessment,
COM(2011) 531 final.
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the Water Framework Directive72 can also disproportionately impact on
economic activities in rural areas.
 Finally, the capacity of local and regional authorities in rural areas can
differ significantly from one area to another, as can the level of
stakeholder engagement. This presents a challenge in terms of involving
rural communities in environmental protection, but also an opportunity for
future EAPs. Any actions or priorities under an EAP that emphasise the
empowerment of, and knowledge transfer to, local communities in rural
areas will assist enhancing the impacts of EU environmental action. The
strong social capital of many rural communities in Europe is well noted73;
the next EAP is an opportunity to build on this to maximise the impacts of
EU environmental action and deliver benefits to rural communities.
Rural areas in Ireland74
The Irish Rural Dwellers Association issued a report on the rural challenge in Ireland and
the consequent empowerment of rural communities to achieve growth and sustainability, as
mentioned in the Irish National Landscape Strategy (2002-2020)75. According to the report,
rural areas “describes all those living in settlements of less than 1 500 inhabitants as the
rural population”, in accordance to the Irish census of population; however, there is no
distinction between the ‘open countryside’ and the structures such as towns and villages in
rural areas. Despite this difficulty of limiting the scope and definition of rural areas, the
association identified some environmental challenges common among rural areas:
-

-

The farmers and the environment (there has been recommendations to increase the
connection between biodiversity and a living countryside through projects developed
for farmers);
Forestry (a replanting programme has been launched to increase by 7% the territory
covered by forest);
The issue of waste management (the concerns regarding water pollution are always a
challenge since clean water is essential for the humans’ survival and the livelihood
of farmers).

In the past, European policy action on rural areas has focused largely on
agricultural development, leading to ‘fragmented and insufficient’ responses to
environmental issues76. There is a need for a more integrated approach to
environmental action in rural areas, so that all sectors and environmental
72
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concerns can be dealt with in a manner that is more coherent and is relevant to
the diversity of Europe’s rural communities. The EU Environment Action
Programme process provides an opportunity to draw together these issues to
address environmental protection in rural areas in a framework that cuts across
sectors and traditional environmental policy areas (e.g. waste, water, air). Local
and regional authorities are important stakeholders here, as they provide the
opportunity to ensure that the priorities outlined in an EAP are specific and
relevant to rural areas but broad enough to encompass the diversity of rural
communities.
Specific environmental challenges in the EU mountainous areas77
An important environmental challenge in mountainous areas is related to the decline of
pastoralism. Well-managed pastoral activity, with an adequate availability of pastures,
generates multiple benefits (e.g. economic, environmental) for the territory and beyond in
the valleys. The various benefits of pastoralism include:





environmental - positive role of extensive livestock farming in maintaining
biodiversity in the mountains;
landscape-related - maintenance of open spaces, diversity and landscape quality
for tourism;
cultural – preservation of pastoral spaces, material and immaterial heritage;
natural risk prevention – forest fires, avalanches, landslides and floods.

However, mountain pastoralism in the EU is currently threatened, in particular (but not
only) by climate change, the decline in the attractiveness of pastoral occupations,
demanding and difficult activities which make it a less attractive career option, and, in
some cases, the increased presence of large carnivores in Europe.

2.2 The 7th EAP and rural communities
The 7th EAP made relatively few specific references to rural communities. The
Programme noted the problem of access to water of satisfactory quality in some
rural areas (Priority objective 3) and makes mention of the reliance of cities on
rural regions for food and other resources (Priority objective 8). The actions
outlined under Thematic Priority 1 on protection natural capital tend to be
particularly relevant to rural communities due to their links with the agriculture
and forestry sectors, while Priority 2 on a resource-efficient and low-carbon
economy has the potential to benefit rural communities due to its objective to
prevent or significantly reduce water stress. While rural communities are not
specifically mentioned, this inclusion of issues relevant to rural areas has meant
77
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that progress is being monitored. As a result, the EEA now systematically
collects EU-wide data on issues relevant to agriculture, such as nitrogen balance
and pesticides sales as part of its indicators work monitoring the progress
towards the objectives of the 7th EAP78.
In relation to funding and Priority Objective 6, which focuses on securing
investment and climate policy, the Programme notes the importance of
mainstreaming environmental objectives into all EU funding instruments,
including agriculture and rural development, but stops short of specifically
outlining actions that to integrate environmental actions in the Common
Agriculture Policy (CAP). It also notes the Commission’s proposal to strengthen
the integration of environmental objectives into the CAP, under Priority
Objective 7 on improving environmental integration and policy coherence.
While actions were taken in 2013 to enhance environmental action under the
CAP through direct payments for ‘green’ actions, the 7th EAP does not outline
this as a specific EU environmental action, potentially missing an opportunity to
enhance coherence between the EU’s actions in the environment and agriculture
policy domains.
In the recent Parliament reviews of the implementation of the 7th EAP,
stakeholders identified some opportunities to strengthen the Programme’s
impact on rural communities. A need for greater attention on the interrelation
between cities and hinterlands (rural areas) was noted, specifically regarding
interdependencies, flows of food, commuters, etc79. In the public consultation
carried out to support the Parliament’s implementation review of the 7the EAP,
two comments from national authorities noted that the issue of urban-rural
relations should be given greater attention in the EAP80.
The Parliament report on the 7th EAP also noted that the CAP encourages more
intensive agriculture, increasing pressures on natural capital, and increasing
risks to health and environment81. Some of the environmental impacts arising
out of agriculture practices tend to fall disproportionately on rural communities,
including land degradation and water pollution. In addition, the increased
intensification of agriculture can exacerbate social issues raised by demographic
change in rural areas, as intensification can mean lower local employment and a
shift away from traditional land management practices. While the 7th EAP, and
78
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the CAP reforms of 2013, improved the integration of environmental concerns
into EU agriculture policy, there are opportunities to strengthen this in the post2020 period.

2.3 Rural communities in the 8th EAP
Seeking to improve coherence between environmental action and other relevant
policies will have benefits for environmental protection in rural areas. The
Environment Action Programme process offers the opportunity to provide a
legal and policy framework for EU action on the environment, drawing together
actions that cut across sectors and activities located in rural areas in a coherent
package. To this end, the 8th EAP should seek greater coherence between EU
environmental action and other policies relevant to rural communities,
particularly the CAP. In particular, enhanced integration of environmental
objectives into the CAP should be specifically referred to as an action under the
next EAP.
This is particularly relevant for newer Member States that joined after the year
2000 as action there is more focused on ‘catching up’ with their counter-parts.
Consequently, greater policy attention is given to hard investments,
infrastructure development and economic growth than on environmental
policies. Nature conservation or other environmental objectives are supported
only when related to specific legislation, penalties for non-compliance or
benefits from funding82. Therefore, strengthening the links between different
funds and elements of the next MFF and the next EAP will be crucial for
ensuring environmental objectives are supported in all areas of the EU. For rural
areas, the EAP should establish links not only with the CAP in general but also
with the national strategic programmes for its implementation83.
In addition, the next EAP can seek to improve the interlinks between
cities/urban areas and rural areas. There are a variety of synergies and benefits
that emerge from these interlinks. Particularly large potential lies with the
development of renewable energy and the implementation of low-carbon
economy policies. There is a growing number of cities that have committed to
implementing sustainable energy actions e.g. by adopting local strategies or
joining the Covenant of Mayors. Achieving these energy objectives can be
significantly aided by the rural areas around as they offer space for installation
of different renewable energy generators (e.g. solar panels, wind turbines) and
the production of crops for bioenergy. This will in turn stimulate investments
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and economic developments in rural areas. Moreover, cooperation between
cities and neighbouring rural areas can contribute to the achievement of regionwide targets. Last but not least, cooperation between cities and rural areas
contributes to a more rational use of natural resources and improved ecosystem
services84.
Given the diversity of rural communities in Europe, it is critical that local and
regional authorities in these areas have a role in environmental policy
development to ensure policy-making reflects the diverse needs of rural
stakeholders. The need to engage with land-users and landowners to support
better implementation of EU policy objectives is well understood (see section
I.1above) – local and regional authorities have an important role to play here.
However, the limited capacity of local and regional authorities to participate in
environmental policy-making was noted above in section I.2. This challenge can
be even more overwhelming in rural areas, where the capacity gap between the
knowledge and skills available and the local environmental policy challenges
can be particularly great.
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3. Part 3: Horizontal analysis of the
potential role of multi-level governance
in a new EAP
Building upon the findings of the research, Part 3 focuses on an analysis of the
potential role of multi-level governance in a new EAP. In particular, this covers
the roles of LRAs in the implementation of environmental legislation, policy
coherence, stakeholder involvement, knowledge sharing and territorial
cooperation.

3.1 Multi-level governance
Multi-level governance generally refers to collective decision-making processes
where authority and influence are shared between stakeholders at multiple levels
of governances that are independent but interlinked85. In the EU context, it can
be defined more precisely as ‘coordinated action by the European Union, the
Member States and local and regional authorities, based on partnership to
create and implement EU policies’86. Multi-level governance results in shared
responsibility between the different tiers of government and a variety of benefits
such as coherence, consistency, effectiveness and efficiency of the public
policies87. Given the shortcomings of the EAP process identified so far, focusing
on building multi-level governance offers an opportunity to address some of
these challenges in the next programme.
A significant need that requires further action, as evidenced by Priority 4 of the
7th EAP (see Table 1), its mid-term review88 and the EIR89, is improving the
implementation of EU environmental legislation. The EIR flagged six causes for
the sub-optimal implementation of environmental legislation: ineffective
coordination among local, regional and national authorities, lack of
administrative capacity and insufficient funding, lack of knowledge and data,
insufficient compliance assurance mechanisms and lack of integration and
policy coherence.
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In the context of decentralized decision-making and differentiated
implementation responsibilities, both vertical and horizontal coordination
between administrative levels is required – the former for consistency between
policies, efficiency and access to the funds, and the latter for cross
administrative issues and mandatory coordinated action90. Gloersen, E. et al.
(2013) point out that coherence among policies for different sectors and levels is
a critical pre-condition for territorial cohesion and define three key areas where
such coherence is needed:
 vertical coordination – coordination between different tiers of government;
 horizontal coordination – coherence between different sectoral policies;
 territorial cooperation – cooperation across national borders91.
While vertical coordination can be understood to refer to relations between
administrative levels; horizontal coordination concerns the interactions between
authorities and/or stakeholders at a specific territorial level92. In addition, in
some territorial communities (e.g. mountains, coastal, transnational river basins,
and border areas) cross-border cooperation is also required to for the efficient
treatment of specific local challenges93.
Coordination between different levels of government alone is, however, not
sufficient for effective governance. In their guide on multi-level governance, the
Coopenergy Consortium (2015) refer to five principles of ‘good governance’:
 openness and transparency – authorities should communicate and make
information easily accessible and understandable to all stakeholders and
the general public;
 participation – authorities should ensure widespread participation of all
stakeholders each step of the policy-making process;
 accountability – authorities should clarify everyone’s role and objectives;
 effectiveness – authorities should clearly identify objectives and expected
results and evaluate their impacts;
 coherence - authorities should ensure that there is coherence between
different actions and other governance processes94.

90

McGuinn, J. et al. 2017, Effective multi-level environmental governance for a better implementation of EU
environment legislation.
91
Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories, p.VII.
92
McGuinn, J. et al. 2017, Effective multi-level environmental governance for a better implementation of EU
environment legislation.
93
Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories, p.VII.
94
Coopenergy Consotium, 2015, A Guide for Multi-Level Governance for Local and Regional Authorities, p.7.

36

While the latter three principles are generally relevant for the aspects of vertical
and horizontal coordination, the former two principles are relevant for
stakeholder involvement. Engaging different types of stakeholders in the policymaking process is another significant aspect of multi-level governance. In
addition to these different types of coordination and stakeholder involvement,
knowledge sharing is another important aspect of the multi-level governance in
a new EAP, especially if the implementation of environmental legislation is to
be enhanced as this depends on the knowledge and evidence base available to
support environmental policy-making.
Therefore, the key elements of multi-level governance in the context of the next
EAP can be summarised as:
 vertical coordination between different levels of government for
environmental policy implementation;
 horizontal coordination between different types of sectoral policies i.e.
an ‘integrated approach’ to policy-making;
 stakeholder involvement;
 knowledge sharing;
 territorial cooperation.
The following sections study in more detail the particular roles LRAs can play
in these key aspects of EAP multi-level governance.

3.2 Vertical coordination
implementation

for

environmental

policy

Sometimes used as a synonym for multi-level governance, ‘vertical
coordination’ refers to the coordination between different tiers of government or
public authorities. Similar to the concept of subsidiarity, it is meant to identify
the appropriate role of each level of government within a seemingly hierarchical
order95.
National governments usually define policy priorities and strategies and can
mobilise significant resources but lack direct and effective interactions with
local communities. They may also lack the information necessary to tailor policy
solutions to specific local problems. Therefore, important aspects of the policy
cycle, especially implementation, are delegated to lower levels of government
and LRAs. In this sense, LRAs can be seen as ‘implementation agents’ that have
95
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extensive knowledge of the local territory but often depend on higher levels of
government for setting out the policy agenda and strategic objectives,
establishing a legal framework, and funding96. Vertical coordination between
different levels of government is particularly relevant for environmental policy
as regional and municipal governments often have the key implementation
responsibilities under environmental legislation. Depending on Member States’
governance structures, LRAs’ responsibilities in environmental policy might
include:
 spatial planning;
 impact assessments;
 environmental planning (e.g. air quality plans, river basin management
plans, Natura 2000 management plans, etc.);
 permitting;
 surveillance and enforcement;
 monitoring and reporting;
 provision of environmental services (e.g. waste collection, treatment and
disposal; water supply; sewage collection and treatment) and investment
in the necessary infrastructure97.
There are different approaches to ensuring efficient vertical coordination
between government levels. One option is to create formal coordination
mechanisms in the form of e.g. forums, working groups, task forces that bring
together representatives from different levels of government. Other options are
to involve LRAs in public consultation initiatives or enhance their participation
in informal coordination structures e.g. networks, cooperation forums,
partnerships. In any case, however, the involvement of LRAs in the design, not
only in the implementation, of policies is critical as it facilitates the coordination
with national governments and harnesses the specific local expertise LRAs
have98.
The success of vertical coordination depends on achieving a balance between
‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ approaches, as for many stakeholders ‘vertical
coordination’ means having their opinions heard at higher levels of governance
such as the EU level99 - therefore, there is a need to ensure that dialogue flows in
both directions. One area in which there is a need for enhanced involvement of
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LRAs is cohesion and regional development policy, particularly in the
implementation of ESIF, as LRAs are closer to the problems and local
stakeholders’ needs100. The implementation of environmental policy can also
benefit from a strengthened role for LRAs. LRAs can play a major role in
overcoming the obstacles that the implementation of environmental legislation
and policies have encountered. LRAs not only have responsibilities in
implementing some environmental policies at the local level (e.g. waste
collection and treatment, water management, air quality) but also have access to
local knowledge (see section 3.5 for more details) and can more easily
coordinate policy needs with local stakeholders (see section 3.4 for more
details).
The 7th EAP recognized the need to ensure that those involved in the
implementation of the environmental legislation have enough knowledge, tools
and capacity to improve the implementation. To maximise the effectiveness of
implementation, the 7th EAP encourages Member States to promote the
involvement of LRAs101. The need to facilitate the participation of LRAs in all
phases of EU policy has been highlighted with the creation of the Technical
Platform for Cooperation on the Environment102 by the Committee of Regions
and the Commission with the aim of improving the implementation of
legislation at local level.
Vertical coordination and the principle of subsidiarity
The involvement of LRAs in the implementation of environment policy is directly related
to Article 5 of the Treaty on European Union103 on the principle of subsidiarity. This
principle aims to ensure that decisions are taken as closely as possible to the citizen and
that constant checks are made to verify that action at EU level is justified in light of
possibilities available at the national, regional or local level. The principle of subsidiarity
should also be balanced against the principles of unity of action, efficiency, unity of
application and solidarity104.
The principle of unity of action demands a constant effort by the public authorities to
ensure coordination, as concerted action is more difficult to achieve due to an increased
number of actors involved. Concerted action is not always possible nor desirable – there
are powers that can be better exercised locally than centrally since they require an
understanding of local circumstances105. Implementation of environmental policy is
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relevant here, as local authorities can have a better understanding of the unique
characteristics in a certain region than the central authority because of its distance. While
the EU and national authorities have an important agenda-setting role, the participation of
regional and local authorities is critical to ensure that the unity of EU policy action – from
vision-setting and defining objectives to implementation on the ground.
The principle of efficiency is based on the proximity of action, seeking to ensure the
optimum allocation of powers and the reduction of costs (e.g. through scale). In
determining the appropriate role of different levels of government, efficiency demands
consideration of the effect that the proximity of an authority to an issue and the size of a
territory have on the efficient delivery of services106. In environmental policy, this can be
an argument for more devolution of powers to the local issue, so that implementation can
be specifically tailored to avoid additional costs – this is clearly the case in spatial
planning, where national authorities lack the local knowledge to efficiently decide on local
land-use planning issues (except, perhaps, in cases involving issues of national
significance, such as critical infrastructure or areas of significant environmental value).
Conversely, it may also be an argument for allocating powers to a regional or national
authority, or aggregating powers across neighbouring municipalities or regions, to achieve
economies of scale. For example, in some Member States107, neighbouring small
municipalities coordinate to deliver waste collection and treatment services.
The principle of unity of application ensures that citizens enjoy equal conditions. This
can be a difficult factor to reconcile with the application of the principle of subsidiarity:
local analysis of situations can require diversity both in structures and in policies. The aim
should be to transfer a certain amount of power to local authorities to allow them to take
better account of local situations and know what policies are more suitable to be pursued
without compromising equality108. This requires that local authorities have a minimum
level of technical capacity to effectively implement policies.
Given that the EU environmental acquis currently provides a relatively high degree of
clarity on the roles and responsibilities of local and regional authorities in implementation,
the area of focus for the next EAP should be on clearly communicating the vision of the
EAP to LRAs and building their capacity to implement this vision.

The 7th EAP has recognised in principle the role of LRAs in the implementation
of environmental policies – defining specific actions for making this operational
should be the next step. Stakeholders have pointed out that the next EAP should
focus on implementation109 and the translation of the overall EU objectives to
more specific national, regional or local targets110.
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Translating EU-level targets to concrete local targets that provide incentives for
over-performing (and, possibly, penalties for under-performing areas) in
concrete terms such as funding is likely to be difficult and complex, as it
requires agreement across all Member States in the context of negotiations on
the next Multiannual Financial Framework. However, the EAP can provide
guidance and ideas for action together with promoting voluntary local actions
and targets111. Stakeholders interviewed also expressed support for soft
measures within the context of the EAP, such as mechanisms for recognising
LRAs that perform well in terms of environmental protection112. Awards
programs, such as the European Green Capital Award and GreenLeaf, were
mentioned as a possible option. As these measures focus primarily on cities,
there is potential for them to be expanded to rural areas and smaller towns and
villages.
Allowing for some flexibility would also allow the integration and
implementation of unique local solutions and the consideration of local
conditions and needs across different countries and areas113. The definition of
more concrete sub-EU or sub-national environmental targets, to the extent
possible, and implementation actions (e.g. for enhanced coordination
mechanisms) in the next EAP could also aid the vertical coordination of
environmental policies in general as it will make the definition of LRAs’
responsibilities easier and clearer.

3.3 Horizontal coordination: The role of LRAs in an
integrated approach under the next EAP
In order to ensure better implementation of the EU environmental legislation at
all levels, it is necessary to guarantee coherence between environmental and
other sectoral policies. Environmental issues are connected to a variety of other
sectors (such as transport, agriculture, regional policy) and therefore the
objectives of the different policies need to be coherent and supportive of the
EU’s environmental targets. Key reasons for the continuing lack of coherence
are the insufficient cooperation between sectoral departments and environmental
policy developers; the existence of conflicting interests and the poor level of
communication and sharing of knowledge between policy departments114.
Therefore, horizontal coordination of different departments is as important as
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vertical coordination across different government levels.
Often the development and implementation of policy at different levels of
government is organised along specific sectors or issues e.g. energy, transport,
agriculture, health and social affairs, resulting in sectoral departments with
relatively homogeneous knowledge and expertise. Therefore, sectoral policies
often follow their own goals and habits, while solutions to different problems
are sought only within the department’s own area of expertise. However, crosscutting issues, such as climate change which necessitate transformational
changes, require a more holistic approach where each sectoral policy
contributes115. This requires not only new practices across sectoral departments
but also a new culture of interactions and policy development.
One approach for fostering such a culture of interactions at the local level is to
encourage the formation of multi-disciplinary or cross-cutting teams that work
with all other departments and establish specific targets for cross-cutting issues
as illustrated by the Lithuanian example in the box below. Another approach is
to define cross-cutting objectives (e.g. for energy transition, climate action,
nature conservation) applicable to all of the local authority’s sectoral policies.
This could be done through the preparation of an action plan on the cross-cutting
issue (e.g. energy transition) where all sectoral departments can define proposals
for reaching the overall objectives within their areas of governance. The
implementation of the action plan would in turn require that each sectoral
department integrates these objectives in their strategies and budgets116 as
illustrated by the Danish example in the following box.
Examples of horizontal coordination
An energy team in the municipality in Kaunas, Lithuania117
In the Kaunas municipality an energy team was set up in order to prepare an initial energy
review of six action fields:




development and regional planning;
communal buildings and facilities;
supply and disposal;

Energy Cities, Energy Cities’ Proposals for the Energy Transition of Cities and Towns, 4.2 Establish cross
departmental links to avoid silo mentality, available at:
http://www.energy-cities.eu/cities/proposal_detail.php?id=23 (accessed 19 June 2018).
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mobility;
internal organisation;
communication and cooperation.

Since the development of the first energy review in 2005, an internal audit is carried out
every year to track the progress towards achieving the Energy Policy Plan and identify
further energy saving potentials. This approach has contributed not only to realising
energy savings but also to the optimisation of internal administrative structures in energyrelated areas.
Sustainability puzzle, Odense, Denmark118
The Sustainability Puzzle developed by the Odense municipality is a tool for considering
sustainability in all dimensions of a project, plan, work area or business and identifying
how sustainability can be integrated in all parts or tasks. The Puzzle includes pieces of
three colours representing social, economic and environmental sustainability, each of
which cover three sub-themes: health, education and climate adaptation. Through the
‘game’ of the Sustainability Puzzle stakeholders are encouraged to discuss each piece and
sub-theme to determine whether they are relevant for the given project/plan and if they
are, how to integrate them into the project. This tool has helped the Odense municipality
ensure sustainability is reflected in each daily task of its staff, in all five of its
departments. The same tool can also be used in the participatory process with citizens and
other stakeholders to foster innovation.

The successful integration of sectoral and environmental policies at all
governance levels requires also the development and implementation of sectoral
policies in a way that supports environmental and climate objectives through
regular reviews and assessments of both existing policies and new proposals.
Important tools in this regard are the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA)
Directive119 and the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive120 that
require the performance of comprehensive impact assessments of any strategic
document, plan or project that might have significant impacts on the
environment. The performance of existing policies can be assessed through
evaluations121, under, for example the Better Regulation Guidelines. As such
evaluations typically include coherence as an evaluation criterion, they can play
an important role in building the coherence of policy action within the EU.
The relevant role of LRAs in improving the horizontal integration of policies has
been pointed out in the 7th EAP: LRAs are usually responsible for decisions on
the use of land and marine areas and have an important role to play in assessing
environmental impacts and protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital.
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City and municipal authorities are responsible for the development of local
development, transport, energy and other plans122. In some Member States,
depending on the governance and administrative structure, regional or municipal
authorities might be responsible for conducting SEAs and EIAs of investment
programmes and projects. However, LRAs are sometimes faced with
administrative and technical capacity deficits hindering the effective
performance of SEAs and EIAs. Therefore, supporting LRAs and building their
capacities to improve the integration of environmental and other sectoral
policies at the local level is important.
LRAs can also take voluntary actions for policy integration and there are various
successful initiatives that show this. The Covenant of Mayors for Climate and
Energy (in short ‘Covenant of Mayors’)123 and the Urban Mobility Observatory
(ELTIS)124 are two of the most prominent platforms that encourage participating
LRAs to develop sustainable energy and urban transportation plans respectively.
Both platforms function on a voluntary basis where interested local authorities,
often city or municipal authorities, become signatories and commit to
developing and implementing Sustainable Energy (and Climate) Action Plans
(SECAPs) in the case of Covenant of Mayors and Sustainable Urban Mobility
Plans (SUMPs) in the case of ELTIS. The objectives and targets of these plans
are defined by the local authorities themselves, but the platforms offer support in
the preparation and implementation of the plans. With these initiatives, LRAs
interested in taking action are supported in integrating different policy objectives
at the local level, while defining attainable sustainability targets.
These voluntary platforms are positively seen by stakeholders125 and, in some
cases, it has been reported that the planning processes under the platforms have
triggered planning and assessment processes that go beyond the primary focus
of the plan. For example, conversations about energy, transport and climate
change adaptation in the SECAP process under the Covenant of Mayors can lead
cities to take policy action in relation to broader issues, such as traffic, land-use
planning and health. These processes could complement and aid the
implementation of a new EAP at the local level. They may also support the
greater involvement of citizens in environmental policy-making, as noted in the
example of Utrecht, Netherlands, where citizens were invited to contribute to the
drafting of the SECAP during weekend meetings126. There is also the potential
that the EAP can build on these successes to promote new, similar voluntary
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initiatives specifically for rural areas.
While the need for horizontal coordination and policy coherence has been
recognised in the 7th EAP and some action has been taken at the EU level (see
section I.2), this integration of objectives should be enhanced. Particularly
important at the EU-level is that sectoral policies, which often guide action at
the national and local level127, and EU funds are coherent with the EAP
objectives and support the achievement of the programme128. Horizontal policy
coordination across all levels of governance can further be promoted through
specific actions or examples that the EAP can outline for LRAs.

3.4 The role of LRAs in citizen and stakeholder
involvement
The success of environmental innovations that either introduce a new innovative
concept or require changes to existing habits depends on the readiness and
willingness of stakeholders to accept and support such actions129. Consequently,
involving stakeholders in the decision-making process is particularly important.
Many EU legislative initiatives go through a process of public consultations
while the principles of public participation are applied at the Member State or
regional level for various strategic documents and plans implementing EU
policies. Often public consultation entails providing stakeholders with a draft
document for comments and inputs. Nonetheless, the practice of involving
stakeholders not only in the consideration of a complete proposal but also in the
‘design’ or ‘production’ stage of policy making is growing. LRAs can be critical
in linking citizens and stakeholders to policy development.
The European Commission promotes the idea of community-led local
development (CLLD) in the implementation of regional development policy.
CLLD is described as ‘an approach that turns traditional “top down”
development policy on its head’, designed to implement an integrated
development strategy that reflects the community’s social, environmental and
economic strengths130. CLLD allows local stakeholders to be in the
‘coproduction’ of the development strategy and become part of its development,
which ensures their specific challenges and needs are reflected in the strategy
while fostering a sense of ‘ownership’ and responsibility for the activities of the
127
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strategy. Local development strategies designed through the CLLD process can
directly respond to growing diversity and complexity of local issues and needs
that cannot be addressed by a standardized common approach. CLLD also
promotes innovation as it connects various local stakeholders that can have
different specialties and knowledge and empowers them to share ideas and find
solutions to the shared local challenges131.
A similar process for stakeholder involvement is ‘co-creation’ or ‘the process of
creating new public policies and services with people and not for them’132. The
citizens’ perspective is an essential aspect of the process of co-creating since
policy-makers do not always realise that some policies might look good at a
policy level but do not work in practice for citizens and stakeholders. This
process promotes dialogue and discussion among actors with different interests,
backgrounds and constraints, which, consequently, should result in better
decision-making133. For instance, the concept of co-creation has been
successfully used for the development of a sustainable urban logistics plan in the
Dutch city of ‘s-Hertogenbosch where all main local stakeholders were involved
in the development of the plan, finding solutions and designing measures
resulting in an interactive process and lasting stakeholder support134. The same
concept was also used for the preparation of a 2050 energy roadmap in the
Spanish city of Figueres where a long-term strategy for changing the city’s
energy model was drawn up by citizens and social agents135. Co-creation is
particularly important for the development of long-term strategies and objectives
as it fosters the involvement of different stakeholders and possible ideas and
facilitates the acceptance of this shared long-term vision among the
stakeholders136.
Stakeholder involvement is important also in the next stages of the policymaking process, particularly in the implementation. LRAs can benefit from
developing interface capacities with the civil society and other local
stakeholders that facilitate regular interaction. This could take place through ad
hoc processes (e.g. meetings to discuss concrete topics) or a permanent
131
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structure such as a specialised local agency (e.g. an energy or climate agency)
that can track the progress of policy implementation and connect with
stakeholders137. The latter can help formalise the stakeholder involvement and
promote a two-way interaction where LRAs both learn from stakeholders and
provide relevant information to them (see the French example in the next box).
Furthermore, maintaining regular interaction with citizens and local stakeholders
can also help identify good practices and possibilities for local partnerships (e.g.
public-private partnerships and networks) that aid the implementation of the
policies and could be publicised further138. An example how LRAs can help
popularise good practices is shown in the following box.
Examples of local stakeholder involvement
Local Agency for Energy and Climate in Grenoble, France139
The Local Agency for Energy and Climate (ALEC) in Grenoble was created in 1998 to help
change attitudes and habits about housing, travel, lifestyle and consumption. ALEC
facilitates exchanges between different energy stakeholders – producers, distributors and
consumers. It works with local authorities and stakeholders on a variety of topics including
the monitoring of energy consumption, the energy performance of buildings and the
implementation of the energy-climate action plan.
Energy Counseling for Residents and National Energy Path, Kocevje, Slovenia140
The project ‘National Energy Path’ was set up to create a free and open access database of
good practice examples of energy use and energy savings. Stakeholders who implemented
energy saving solutions were invited to cooperate in the project. The resulting database is
particularly aimed at investors to help in their decision-making but it can also inform the
general public. The users can find examples how to reduce their energy use or use
renewable energy in similar cases and can exchange information or get advice from other
investors in similar situations.

While the EAP is an EU-level document with little direct impact on local
stakeholders, the translation of its objectives into concrete actions at the regional
or local level can significantly affect local citizens and stakeholders. The
strategic vision set out in the EAP is broad enough that it can provide LRAs
with the means of translating high-level objectives into issues that are relevant at
the local-level. For example, if a particular community is concerned about
Energy Cities, Energy Cities’ Proposals for the Energy Transition of Cities and Towns, 4 4.1 Create interface
capacities between public authorities and the civil society, available at: http://www.energycities.eu/cities/proposal_detail.php?id=22 (accessed 19 June 2018).
138
Energy Cities, 2016, The energy transition: new dialogues between cities & local stakeholders.
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Energy Cities, A Grenoble, l’ALEC est incontournable, available at: http://www.energiecites.eu/ressources/actions-des-villes/alec-is-a-must-in-grenoble-grenoble-alpes-m-tropole~1511 (accessed 20
June 2018).
140
Energy Cities, Energy Counseling for Residents and National Energy Path, available at: http://www.energiecites.eu/ressources/actions-des-villes/energy-counseling-for-residents-and-national-energy-path-ko-evje~1078
(accessed 20 June 2018).
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healthy lifestyles and is more likely to engage in dialogues about issues on this
topic, the EAP is sufficiently broad enough that LRAs can make the links
between environmental issues such as air quality to issues that are relevant to
local communities. If the next EAP is to take a more territorial approach, as
discussed in Part 1 above, it will be even easier for LRAs to make this link.
As the authorities often responsible for implementing such actions, LRAs are the
ones responsible for engaging stakeholders to ensure local support. The concepts
of CLLD or co-creation of policies are good practices for stakeholder
involvement that can not only promote local participation but also harness the
unique local knowledge and experience to find solutions to specifically local
challenges. A collection of different local solutions could contribute to the
implementation of the EAP and the overall improvement of the environment.
LRAs are best placed to engage stakeholders through CLLD or co-creation for
the implementation of the EAP as they are the authorities closest to the citizens
and best aware of the local needs and issues.

3.5 Knowledge sharing
The implementation of environmental legislation relies on good understanding
of the environmental pressures, required action and data to monitor progress. As
highlighted by the 7th EAP, further research efforts are needed to improve the
understanding of environmental pressures, the costs and benefits of different
environmental options and the definition of adequate indicators. While
centralised efforts to improve the evidence base at EU level are needed (the
priorities of the EU research and innovation (R&I) policy reflect this), the links
to local knowledge should be improved.
To collect environmental data, Member States have to monitor, for example, the
surface and groundwater bodies’ status, the concentration of air pollutants, the
performance of waste water treatment plants. Depending on the administrative
organisation of the different Member States, monitoring and the consequent
collection of data is carried at a local or regional level. For example, in France,
the identification of bathing waters is the municipalities’ responsibility while
local authorities are in charge of monitoring water quality141, according to the
Bathing Water Directive requirements. In Greece, the administrative system
regarding the management of bathing water quality is divided between national
and regional, in which local authorities have significant environmental
competences. At a regional level, the Water Directorate of the competent
141

Ministry of Health, France, webpage on Bathing, available at:
http://baignades.sante.gouv.fr/baignades/editorial/en/accueil.html (accessed 11 June 2018).
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Decentralized Administrative is the main competent authority and cooperates
actively with the Municipalities and Regions to ensure the compliance with the
requirements of the Bathing Water Directive142.
Therefore, LRAs have access and manage important data about the environment
while a variety of R&I efforts are undertaken at the EU level. Strengthening the
links between the data and knowledge available to LRAs and national and EU
policy makers is an important opportunity to further build a solid evidence base
for policy-making at all governance levels. In particular, the EAP should have
stronger links to the EU R&I agenda and the various projects implemented
around the EU.
Sharing knowledge and experiences in implementing environmental policy
among and between LRAs is also an important means of strengthening the
implementing capacity of LRAs. Stakeholder feedback suggested the
establishment of ‘thematic dialogue dialogues’143 on the specific themes of the
new EAP to build partnership and knowledge exchange.

3.6 Territorial cooperation
Territorial cooperation is particularly relevant for border areas. Such territories
share common geographic specificities and thus common challenges and
opportunities irrespective of the national borders. These territories also have
unique cross-border interactions and interdependencies144. Territorial
cooperation is, therefore, critical for achieving sustainable local development
and territorial cohesion. This is at the heart of the EU territorial cooperation
programmes (known also as ‘Interreg’) that organise the spending of ERDF
funding in cross-border, transnational and interregional territories in the EU.
The organisation of Interreg programmes around a shared mountain range or sea
are seen as good examples of territorial cooperation focused on common
challenges rather than economic performance145. Participation in cross-border
territorial cooperation programmes is an opportunity for LRAs to connect with
their counter parts in other Member States, exchange information and build their
capacities in addressing the local environmental needs.

Council of Europe, 2012 Structure and Operation of Local and Regional Democracy – Greece.
Information provided by the Region of Tuscany.
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Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories, pp.50-51.
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Gloersen, E. et al. 2013, GEOSPECS: European Perspective on Specific Types of Territories, pp.50-51.
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3.7 Implementing a multi-level governance approach
Effective multi-level governance relies on some key steps that can be applied for
all of the five aspects considered above. The steps can be grouped as:
 Initiation – a multi-level governance process does not have to necessarily
be initiated by public authorities. However, as a first step of the process all
relevant authorities and other stakeholders should be identified together
with the common objectives. This step is important for ensuring there is a
good balance of relevant stakeholders from different backgrounds (e.g.
administration, industry, citizens).
 Preparation – at this step the main elements of multi-level governance are
defined e.g. coordination processes, engagement strategy, responsibilities
and evaluation process. It is important to design an approach that fosters
commitment and proactive participation among the different stakeholders.
Successful multi-level governance relies on clear rules of the cooperation
framework, clear roles for the different stakeholders and clear objectives
for the process.
 Implementation – at this step the relevant stakeholders are mobilised and
the coordination processes put to practice. It is important to assess the
progress of the multi-level governance process and make adjustments
when needed146 147.
These steps are visualised in the following figure developed by the Coopenergy
Consortium (2015).

146

Faberi, S. 2018, Multi-level governance: linking up local, regional and national levels to deliver integrated
sustainable energy action plans and projects.
147
Coopenergy Consotium, 2015, A Guide for Multi-Level Governance for Local and Regional Authorities.
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Figure 4: Step-by-step process of setting up a multi-level governance approach

Source: Coopenergy Consotium, 2015, A Guide for Multi-Level Governance for Local and Regional
Authorities, p.9
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4. Part 4: Recommendations for the 8th
EAP
The analysis carried out in the previous parts of this study suggest that there are
several key areas where action is needed to improve the local and regional
dimensions of the next EAP:
 LRAs and local communities should be more involved in the EAP process.
 The EAP should be better integrated with other areas of EU policies and
funding.
 The EAP should cover a variety of local communities and their specific
needs.
 The EAP should include actions that are as specific as possible and
tailored to regional and local communities.
This part of the study outlines recommendations for EU policy-makers for the
preparation of a possible 8th EAP that can help address the above-mentioned
needs. The recommendations are grouped as actions concerning the overall
process of the EAP and those concerning its content or horizontal aspects.

4.1 Recommendations for the overall EAP process
Enhance the involvement of LRAs and other local stakeholders in
the EAP process
Experience from previous EAPs shows that the adoption of the programme
through the co-decision procedure and the involvement of stakeholders through
consultations is seen as a positive development. The participation of different
stakeholders in the preparation of the EAP creates a sense of ownership and
gives more legitimacy to the programme. Nevertheless, the role of LRAs and
other local stakeholders in the implementation of the programmes remains
limited; LRAs could, for example, facilitate the collection of data, implement
relevant environmental and sectoral policies, carry out relevant investment
projects or engage local citizens. Therefore, the role of LRAs and other local
stakeholders in the whole EAP process could be enhanced further.
Participation in the development of the programme should be encouraged and
promoted further as a means of creating ownership and raising awareness about
the programme. Furthermore, the role of LRAs and other local stakeholders in
the implementation of the EAP could be expanded and developed further
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through EAP actions that are specific to local stakeholders and the competences
of LRAs such as data collection or citizens involvement. The public consultation
process envisioned in the EU legislative framework allows for LRAs
involvement but given the low level of awareness or interest among LRAs in the
7th EAP, efforts should be directed at promoting the potential benefits of
contributing to the preparation of the next EAP. For example, information about
the potential for LRAs to influence the content of the next programme and
making it more tailored to their specific needs might be disseminated through
EU level associations and networks, the CoR, national focal points or other
platforms that collaborate with LRAs.

Engage local stakeholders
The success of environmental actions and innovations depends greatly on local
support and stakeholder acceptance. LRAs have an important role to play in
engaging citizens and local stakeholders. Building on the previous
recommendation, the EAP could define specific roles for LRAs in stakeholder
involvement. As an overarching and strategic document, the EAP can raise
awareness about many EU policies. Through CLLD or co-creation, stakeholders
could not only learn about the EAP but contribute to the development of
working solutions at different levels of governance. Due to their proximity to
citizens and other local stakeholders, LRAs are perfectly positioned to engage
and facilitate engagement with stakeholders. The next EAP could promote this
further by providing examples of successful CLLD or co-creation initiatives
taken in the area of environmental policy.

4.2 Recommendations for the content of the EAP
Include a variety of territorial communities
The 7th EAP recognised the role of cities and the importance of urban
sustainability. While this remains important, environmental challenges and
opportunities for actions can be found also in other territorial communities
around the EU. Therefore, the next EAP should recognise and address the role
of other local and regional communities in the implementation of environmental
policy and the EAP objectives. Cities do not exist in isolation, they have
complex interlinks with the areas surrounding and connecting them. Therefore,
looking at the non-urban or rural areas and the environmental challenges and
opportunities in these areas is a gap that the next EAP can address together with
the possible synergies between cities and rural areas. The emphasis on cities in
the current EAP risks disenfranchising rural areas in the EAP process, as these
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communities may see the EAP as not relevant to them. While distinguishing as
much as possible between different non-urban areas (e.g. mountains, SPAs,
islands) would be ideal, introducing specific actions for rural areas in general
would be a good start for the next EAP.
Exchange of information and experiences between LRAs is clearly valued by
stakeholders, as indicated by the success of the Covenant of Mayors and other
networks of sub-national authorities. However, rural areas face unique
challenges, particularly in relation to nature protection, agriculture and
demographic change, and may not see existing networks as relevant to their
experiences. The new EAP provides an opportunity to establish a new
mechanism or platform to support the exchange of knowledge and experiences
between LRAs in predominantly rural areas.

Outline objectives and actions for local communities
A key pre-condition for efficient vertical coordination is a definition of clear
responsibilities and targets for the different levels of government. Outlining
specific actions for local stakeholders, particularly LRAs, can make the next
EAP more relevant for these actors and ensure its overall objectives are
supported by activities at all government levels. Translating EU-level objectives
to specific national or local targets that act as conditions for funding for overperforming and under-performing areas is complex and requires negotiations
between Member States. Therefore, the next EAP could focus on outlining
guiding actions for LRAs and promote the adoption of voluntary local objectives
and plans. This would aid the implementation of the EAP and environmental
legislation in general while allowing some flexibility to take into account both
the local needs and the local capacity, knowledge and expertise to define
solutions to local problems. More specifically, the EAP can outline example
actions LRAs can take for different horizontal aspects of the programme and
make references to platforms such as the Covenant of Mayors, ELTIS or any
capacity building platforms that can help LRAs design local strategies and
actions.

Recognise strong performance
As a document that sets the vision for environmental policy action in the EU, the
EAP could also include a mechanism for recognising those communities that
make significant contributions to this vision. The next EAP could include a
program that rewards these communities through an awards program, with
particular recognition given to authorities that meaningfully engage citizens and
stakeholders in policy development and implementation. Given the aspirational
nature of the EAP, it is appropriate that the focus be on high-performing
55

communities – measures that sought to penalise or ‘name and shame’
communities that perform poorly may undermine the ability of the EAP to build
a sense of community-ownership with the Programme.

Promote coordination with LRAs
Environmental policy is implemented at all levels of government. Even though
the EAP is primarily a strategic document without concrete legal obligations, it
is an important document for promoting environmental objectives at all levels of
governance. In addition to defining clear responsibilities and objectives for
LRAs, another key aspect for the implementation of the programme is
coordination between local, national and EU level policy-makers. While the 7th
EAP recognised the need for coordination with LRAs, it lacked concreteness.
The next EAP could be more specific by outlining concrete actions for EU,
national and local policy-makers to take in order to improve the coordination of
policy implementation and by providing examples of relevant platforms and fora
for coordination between different levels of government in the context of
environmental policy.

Ensure that the EAP strengthens the integration and coherence
between environmental and sectoral policies
The EAP is a strategic document that can guide the development of various EU
policies and give legitimacy to actions at the national or local levels. At the
same time, sectoral stakeholders, including those at local or regional level, often
follow more closely the sectoral initiatives of the EU, for example, on transport,
energy, agriculture or regional policy, than actions outlined in the EAP148.
Therefore, the translation of the EAP’s objectives and actions into specific
sectoral policy is particularly important for reaching local and regional
stakeholders and supporting the policy coherence at national or local levels. The
current EAP identifies other policies where coherence should be sought,
however, these references to sectoral policies are often not concrete. To further
ensure policy coherence, the next EAP could identify specific actions for
environmental policy integration in key EU sectoral policies that have
significant links with environmental and climate policy.
The links between the EAP and its environmental objectives and the various
financing instruments under the MFF should also be strengthened. Together
with specific legislative requirements and obligations, funding is another major
driver of environmental action. The lack of funding often results in giving lower
148
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priority to environmental projects compared to infrastructure development or
other investments in economic development, especially in areas and regions that
are ‘lagging behind’ or ‘catching up’. Hence, the EAP objectives should be
clearly reflected and referenced across major EU funding instruments such as
the ESIF or the CAP. In particular, given the important role of the CAP in
achieving environmental action in rural areas, enhanced integration of
environmental objectives into the CAP should be specifically referred to as an
action under the next EAP.
In addition, the next EAP could provide guidance or examples how authorities
responsible for certain sectoral policies at different levels of governance can
translate the EAP objectives into concrete actions. This could be in the text of
the EAP itself, or in a supporting document. By strengthening the policy
coherence between different EU policies, the EAP can set an example that
national, regional or local authorities can follow. In addition, the EAP can make
references and links to successful voluntary initiatives that promote policy
integration and support LRAs in implementing sustainable sectoral policies such
as the Covenant of Mayors or ELTIS.

Expand the knowledge and evidence base for environmental
policy further
The development of the knowledge and evidence base for environmental policy
is a well understood need and the 7th EAP already proposed some actions for
addressing it. Nevertheless, data and information gaps still exist in relation to
both some environmental topics (for example, information on material flows to
support resource efficiency policy), some territorial scales (for example, local
impacts of climate change such as rainfall change) and certain territories (for
example, non-urban communities). In addition, data collection or the
performance of impact assessments, evaluations and studies at the local level are
impeded by insufficient administrative or technical capacity of LRAs.
Therefore, the next EAP should propose further actions for improving the
knowledge and evidence base for environmental policy, especially at the local
level. The actions could focus on capacity building measures for LRAs as well
as stronger links between the EAP and EU research and innovation (R&I)
policy. There are various R&I initiatives that work towards filling the
knowledge gaps or understanding better the costs, benefits and impacts of
different environmental risks. The EAP could strengthen the links to such
initiatives by providing examples or directions for stakeholders where they
could find relevant information on the EU R&I initiatives.
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Enhance the links between the EAP and the EU funding for
environmental and climate action or territorial cooperation
Finding sufficient and continuous financing for investments in environmental
and climate actions remains challenging. It is particularly difficult for LRAs and
projects at a smaller local level. At the same time there is a variety of EU funds
and programmes that can provide financing and kick-start needed investments in
sustainability projects and support territorial cooperation. Nevertheless, LRAs
are sometimes unaware of these opportunities or have problems accessing them.
While improving the access to finance for LRAs cannot be addressed by the
EAP per se, the next EAP could improve the links between the proposed
objectives and actions and the available EU funding. The EAP is an overarching
document that can provide an overview of the variety of EU and EIB financing
instruments available and direct LRAs and other stakeholders to relevant
information portals or advisory hubs.

4.3 Possible structure of the 8th EAP
Considering the analysis carried out in this study, the overall structure of the 7 th
EAP to define thematic and then horizontal objectives together with relevant
actions is still relevant. Therefore, the next EAP can follow a similar structure
where thematic environmental objectives are outlined followed by horizontal
objectives related to different aspects of policy implementation and multi-level
governance. More specific goals and actions for LRAs and different territorial
communities should be differentiated as much as possible within each EAP
objective. Alternatively, the EAP might contain a dedicated objective on local
action where ambitions are defined not only for cities but also for other types of
territorial communities and roles and activities for LRAs are outlined. The
following tables provide an illustration how the structure of the next EAP could
look like.
Table 3: Possible structure of the 8th EAP
Option 1: Integration of local aspects
Thematic objective 1
Thematic objective 2
Etc.

Option 2: Specific local objective
Thematic objective 1
Thematic objective 2
Etc.

 Under the thematic objectives, the  Here again, the particular environmental
particular environmental challenges faced challenges faced by different types of local
by different types of local communities can communities can be distinguished together
be distinguished together with specific with specific goals.
goals.
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Horizontal objective 1 on environmental
policy implementation
Horizontal objective 2 on policy coherence
Horizontal objective 3 on the evidence base
Horizontal objective 4 on investments
Etc.

Horizontal objective 1 on environmental
policy implementation
Horizontal objective 2 on policy coherence
Horizontal objective 3 on the evidence base
Horizontal objective 4 on investments
Horizontal objective 5 on local action
Etc.

 Under the horizontal objectives the
roles of LRAs should be defined together
with actions and examples of activities that
can be undertaken at the local level for
each horizontal aspect

 Under the dedicated objectives on local
action the roles of LRAs, possible actions
and examples of activities to implement the
EAP can be outlined.
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 Energy Cities, Energy Cities’ Proposals for the Energy Transition of Cities
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http://www.energy-cities.eu/cities/proposal_detail.php?id=22
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https://ec.europa.eu/esf/transnationality/content/three-essential-steps-cocreation
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http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/rural-development/methodology
 Eurostat, NUTS, Background:
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background
 Eurostat, NUTS, History of NUTS:
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/history
 Eurostat, NUTS, Local Administrative Units (LAU):
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/local-administrative-units
 Eurostat, NUTS, Principles and characteristics:
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 Evaluation of the General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020
(7th EAP): https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares2017-5442833_en
 Martijnse, R. 2017, How a SUMP helped the development of a SULP in
‘s-Hertogenbosch
(the
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ELTIS:
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webpage
on
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http://baignades.sante.gouv.fr/baignades/editorial/en/accueil.html
 Public consultation on the Evaluation of the 7th Environment Action
Programme:
https://ec.europa.eu/info/consultations/public-consultationevaluation-7th-environment-action-programme_en
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Annex 2: List of stakeholders
Type of stakeholder

Name

Mode of consultation

Local and regional
authorities network

POLIS – Cities and Regions for
Transport Innovation

Phone interview - 31
May 2018

NGO network

CEEweb for Biodiversity

Phone interview - 12
June 2018

Local and regional
authorities network

Eurocities

Phone interview - 13
June 2018

Local and regional
authorities network

CEMR - Council of European
Municipalities and Regions

Written feedback

Local and regional
authorities network

Euromontana - European association
of mountain areas

Written feedback

Local or regional
authority

Region of Tuscany, Italy

Written feedback

Key questions for the stakeholders










What are important considerations/recommendations for the next EAP?
How relevant is the EAP for local communities?
How can the next EAP be more relevant and support local communities?
What are key environmental challenges faced by different local
communities that a new EAP can potentially help address and how?
What are possible roles of LRAs in a new EAP?
What could be the role of LRAs in involving citizens and stakeholders in
the elaboration and implementation of the EAP?
How can objectives and targets in the new EAP be defined and
implemented at the level of local communities?
How can the integration of environment in other sectoral policies (i.e. an
EAP integrated approach) be dealt with at the local and regional level?
What are specific examples of initiatives or good practices?
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