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I am most grateful for this chance to say something about the background to the European Union’s policies on waste prevention. It is a nice change from wringing my hands about our national failure to act adequately on the need to reduce landfill. Waste prevention is a much more positive and up beat theme.

But we need to be clear what we are talking about: waste prevention covers the avoidance of the production of items whose disposal will cause a problem, and the encouragement of better design. It also covers policies to avoid the creation of waste at all through the encouragement of re-use and minimisation. And it must cover methods for ensuring that we treat waste as sustainably as possible – through recycling and recovery.

On all these themes, the important imperatives have come and are coming from the EU. We know that the key outlines of waste management policies in Europe are now decided collectively, in Brussels and Strasbourg, by the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers. National Parliaments implement what these bodies decide. Consequently, if you want to influence what is being proposed in this field, see your MEP first.

So far the EU has approached waste issues in a rather disorganised way. Although we have seen a few comprehensive directives, notably the waste framework directives, for the most part we have tackled waste issues piecemeal. In 2005 the Commission published its Thematic Strategy on the prevention and recycling of waste. This was rather an ironic title, given that recycling and waste prevention were precisely the areas where the Commission backed away from proposing any targets for action. 

On waste prevention, our problem is that we are still outpacing, in the production of waste, our efforts to reduce it – in all the senses I have outlined above. The EU Joint Research Centre has predicted an increase in MSW [Municipal Solid Waste] generation of 42.5% by 2020 compared to 1995 levels. The economic ‘crunch’ has only slightly reduced this forecast. As we might expect, the area of fastest growth in the volume of waste produced is taking place in the countries of Eastern Europe.

But in the Thematic Strategy on the prevention and recycling of waste, the Commission rejected the idea of prescribing EU waste prevention targets. Why? In the Commission’s view:

This would not be the most effective and eco-efficient way to foster waste prevention. This is because such targets fail to address the complexity of environmental impact: the weight of waste could be reduced yet the environmental impact could increase, whereas small weight reduction can bring large reductions in environmental impact. In addition, prevention policies should take into account national production and consumption patterns, their projected trends and their relation to economic growth.

When the waste framework directive, – which grew from the Thematic Strategy – came to the Parliament in 2007-8, MEPs disagreed with the Commission. We knew that life cycle analysis, and ‘designing out waste’ in new products were the new watchwords, but we were unhappy that without targets there was no sense of urgency about preventing waste arising in the first place. 
So you will find that we re-worked the sections of the new directive on waste prevention so that it does contain dates for EU action on waste prevention, and does mention targets. What it says is this:

· Article 29 obliges Member States to set up waste prevention programmes by 12 December 2013, setting out prevention objectives and measures, and determining indicators and qualitative and quantitative benchmarks or targets for waste prevention

· Article 8, on producer responsibility, says that Member States may take measures to encourage the design of products in order to reduce their environmental impacts and the generation of waste in the course of their production and use

· Article 9 was written into the directive by the European Parliament and has some important deadlines –

1. By the end of 2011 the Commission will submit an interim report on the evolution of waste generation, including the formulation of an eco-design policy addressing both the generation of waste and the presence of hazardous substances in waste, with a view to promoting technologies focusing on durable, re-usable and recyclable products.
2. By the end of 2011 it will also formulate an action plan for further support measures at EU level seeking in particular to change current consumption patterns.
3. By the end of 2014 the Commission will draw up plans for setting waste prevention and decoupling objectives for 2020.
This is the best that MEPs could get out of the Council of Ministers, who were very reluctant to see the directive setting any objectives or targets for anything – including waste prevention. 

We also tackled the question of the criteria which could be applied to define when a material ceases to be a waste. For some reason the Commission had buried this issue in the preamble to the directive. Again the Parliament went much further. We disinterred the end of waste definitions, stuck them into article 6 of the directive and provided the Commission with a list of areas which they should tackle first – paper, metal, glass, tyres and textiles. Despite strong pressure from some Member States we did not agree to include Refuse Derived Fuel, produced by the Mechanical and Biological Treatment process, as a candidate for this ‘end of waste’ treatment. The Commission and MS representatives are now working their way through the end of waste list, grumbling about the task we have set them, but getting on with it.

But there is a tiny wrinkle here. In Britain WRAP [Waste Resources Action Programme] is working on waste protocols too. How does this fit with the fact that the Commission may be working away on exactly the same subject? This was something I asked the Commission in a parliamentary question last summer. The answer is that other MS are also working on guidelines for end of waste: all that anyone needs to do is to keep the Commission informed of what is going on. But once end of waste criteria have been set at the Community level any such going it alone by individual MS will be out.

We are all now familiar with the raft of waste directives whose obligations we are currently working through – the latest being the new law on waste batteries. When we started out on this road in the late 1990s climate change and the need for carbon reductions were on the horizon but not dominating it. Now, in addition to the waste prevention agenda, we are committed in the Waste Strategy for England to a reduction of 9 million tonnes per annum in CO2 equivalent emission on 2006 levels. Meanwhile the Low Carbon Transition Plan calls for an 18% cut in emissions on 2008 levels by 2020.

The capacity of various types of waste management to generate carbon emissions has therefore become a very important topic in local authority waste management decision-making. But how do we assess the carbon impact of the various waste technologies on offer? I know that the methodologies exist, for example through the WRATE system [Waste and Resources Assessment Tool for the Environment] to assess the relative carbon impact of various technologies – but I am not sure how far local authorities use WRATE in backing their decisions. In any case, for the future I think it is worth exploring the possibility of agreeing an EU approach to the carbon impact of different waste technologies. Leaving this kind of assessment to individual states could make things very complicated and potentially distort competition.

One final point: I have emphasised the vital European aspect to waste policy. But all the aspirations and complex demands I have mentioned mean nothing at all if the law is not being applied everywhere in Europe in much the same way. 

The evidence is that it is not. A report [COM (2009) 633 final] by the European Commission, published on 20 November, on the implementation of seven key waste directives, records that 14 member states out of 27 have not provided implementation reports on time, and many of those that were submitted were incomplete. The landfill directive of 1999 is a key measure in preventing waste from damaging the atmosphere through methane emissions, and the Member States are all over the place in implementing it, with the record being particularly bad in Eastern Europe. Although it was adopted 10 years ago, the Commission ‘receives on a daily basis a vast number of complaints related to illegal landfills lacking the permit required by EU waste legislation and causing serious adverse effects to the environment and to human health’.

The Commission is blocked from intervening in the Member States to find out what is happening because it has no powers here equivalent to those it has in the area of commercial competition. It falls back on ‘awareness raising and information exchange events’. It is rather tentatively exploring the idea of setting up a waste implementation agency, which it describes as a body for monitoring and supporting the implementation of EU waste legislation. We really need something with far greater powers of inspection than this suggests – and we probably won’t get it because the Member States will never vote for it.

So my only suggestion brings me back to the European Parliament – by all means MEPs should push for more effective policies on waste prevention when directives are first agreed. But they also need to be much more involved in what happens to those policies once they leave the Parliament. Getting them to take an interest in doing this effectively is a very important task that must not be neglected. If we do neglect compliance then we are left talking the talk about waste prevention and all its associated policies, but we will remain very much in the dark about what is happening – or not happening – in half of Europe.
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