Global Perspective: Environmental Policy and the European Union

“The environment knows no frontiers” was the slogan of the 1970s, when the European Community—better known today as the European Union—began to develop its first environmental legislation.

The early laws focused on the testing and labeling of dangerous chemicals, testing drinking water, and controlling air pollutants such as SO2, NOx, and particulates from power plants and automobiles.  Many of the directives from the 1970s and 1980s were linked to Europe’s desire to improve the living and working conditions of its citizens.


In 1987, the Single European Act gave this growing body of environmental legislation a formal legal basis, and set three objectives: protection of the environment, human health, and prudent and rational use of natural resources.


The treaty reflected what many governments had already understood: that countries are part of an interconnected and interdependent world of people who are bound together by the air they breathe, the food they eat, the products they use, the waste they throw away, and the energy they consume.


Similarly, a factory in one European nation may import supplies and raw material from several other neighboring nations; it may consume energy produced from imported gas, produce wastes that affect the air and water quality across the border or downstream, and export products whose wastes become the risk and responsibility of governments and people several hundred or many thousand kilometers away.


The 1992 Maastricht Treaty formally established the concept of sustainable development in European Union law.  Then, in 1997, the Amsterdam Treaty made sustainable development one of the overriding objectives of the European Union.  The Treaty considerably strengthened the commitment to the principle that the European Union’s future development must be based on the principle of sustainable development and a high level of protection of the environment.  The environment must be integrated into the definition and implementation of all of the Union’s other economic and social policies, including trade, industry, energy, agriculture, transport, and tourism.

Under certain conditions, the member states may maintain or introduce environmental standards and requirements which are stricter than those of the Union.  The Commission verifies the compatibility of these stricter national programs and the potential effects on the other member states.

