EU environmental policy

At its founding in 1957, the EU had no environmental policy. In fact, the environment was not even mentioned in the Treaty of Rome, which stated that the primary objective of European integration was the promotion of "a harmonious development of economic activities." At that time, there was little recognition that there might be environmental limits to growth. 


At first the Commission deliberately concentrated on "technical" issues like environmental standards and avoided political debates. Early measures on the classification, labelling, and packaging of hazardous substances were clearly justified as part of the development of a common market. But those relating to seals, natural habitats, genetically modified organisms and climate change went "beyond any conceivable standards" that would be strictly necessitated by a concern to ensure a single functioning market. While not every legislative proposal has been adopted by the Council of Ministers, enough has been done to get the "laggard" states to go further than they would have otherwise. 
EU environmental policy was substantially expanded by the Treaties of Maastricht (1992) and Amsterdam (1997), which made sustainable development one of the EU's central objectives. Sustainable development also forms a key part of the Europe 2020 Strategy, which underpins all EU policy regarding the single market.
Nowadays environmental policy is one of the most important and far-reaching areas of EU legislation. The EU has passed legislation aimed at improving the quality of water, tackling air and noise pollution, assuring the safety of chemicals, setting standards for waste disposal and protecting the EU's native wildlife and plants. The current policy running between 2002-2012 identifies four priority environmental areas 1) climate change; 2) nature and biodiversity; 3) environment, health and quality of life; and 4) natural resources and waste. The EU has also taken a leading role in global environmental negotiations, especially the signing of the Kyoto Protocol. At the 1997 UN Conference on Climate Change in Kyoto, Japan, the EU committed its members to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 8% by 2012, compared to levels in 1990. The 2008 EU Climate Change package established the '20:20:20 targets' for 20% of energy to come from renewable sources and committed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to 20% by 2020.

EU measures to meet such commitments include the Emissions Trading System (ETS), created in 2002. This system limits on the amount of carbon dioxide (CO2) firms can produce in 6 key industries: energy, steel, cement, glass, brick-making, and paper/cardboard production. 

In 2008 the EU Climate Change package added aircraft emissions to the ETS from 2012 and the EU reasserted a commitment to reduce the amount of CO2 emitted from new cars and to fine manufacturers for each gram of CO2 they produce over the target (€20 in 2012, €95 in 2015).
Arguments

For
· The threat to the environment is global and should be tackled on an international scale - the EU plays an important role in setting this agenda. 

· The EU's commitment to environmental protection encourages other countries to adopt similar measures. 

· Environmental policy is one area where there is a great deal of public support for action at a Europe-wide level. 

Against
· The cost of EU environmental regulation can undermine the competitiveness of EU businesses. 

· The amount of greenhouse gas emissions that firms are allowed to produce under the ETS has been set too high, so firms have little incentive to cut their emissions to meet the EU's wider targets. 

