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I. The Urban Environment Strategy
On 11 of January 2006 European Commission adopted the Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment.

This Strategy is based on the results of widespread consultations and analysis, which began in 2002. They ended with an interim Communication called “Towards a Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment” (COM (2004) 60) which set out the Commission's ideas for the Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment. 

The Communication outlined the problems and challenges facing Europe’s urban areas, focusing on 4 priority themes: 

1) urban environmental management, 

2) urban transport (sustainable transport), 

3) sustainable construction and 

4) urban design.

The Commission suggested actions, such as mainstreaming of good practice and possible EU obligations to adopt plans at the local level.

For each theme, the Communication set out the nature of the challenges, what action had been taken so far at the European level and ideas for what further action should have been undertaken to address better the challenges identified.

A second round of consultations was based on these initial ideas and they were developed further, leading to the Commission's final strategy (COM (2005) 718 final, 11.01.2006). It is accompanied by an Impact Assessment covering its social, economic and environmental consequences.

The measures offered under this Strategy aim to contribute to a better implementation of existing EU environment policies and legislation at the local level by supporting and encouraging local authorities to adopt a more integrated approach to urban management and by inviting Member States to support this process and exploit the opportunities offered at the EU level. The Commission claims that if implemented at all levels, the Strategy will ultimately contribute to improving the quality of the urban environment, making cities more attractive and healthier places to live, work and invest in, and reduce the adverse environmental impact of cities on the wider environment, for instance as regards climate change.

The key to successful implementation of environment legislation and to achieve long lasting improvements in environmental quality and performance is integrated approach to environmental management at the local level and to transport in particular, based on effective consultation of all stakeholders. There is a need to support local authorities in adopting these management techniques.
The Commission will provide technical guidance in 2006 on integrated environmental management, drawing on experiences and giving good practice examples. Reference will be made to the most relevant EU environmental legislation e.g. air, noise, water, waste and energy efficiency directives. It also proposes setting up an internet portal for local authorities on the ‘Europa’ website to encourage best practices. Training will also be offered to local authorities so that they can learn from each other. Moreover, the strategy’s main novelty is that it allows the use of cohesion funds to support investments that improve the quality of the urban environment.
European Environmental Bureau (EEB), Europe's largest federation of environmental citizens' organisations said it regrets that the Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment has not come forward with legislation. EEB Policy Officer Kerstin Meyer said that “the Commission has shied away from more far-reaching plans for EU directives. The Strategy basically leaves it up to the member states and cities themselves to improve their environmental performance. This voluntary approach has not worked in the past. This is why most cities are still facing enormous problems with urban sprawl, congestion, air and noise pollution, derelict land and generation of waste and waste-water.”

The Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR) welcomed the Commission's initiative and praised the Commission "for giving a strong emphasis on subsidiarity in its strategy". "Each municipality knows best how to improve its own urban environment, this is why we needed this ‘bottom-up’ approach", said CEMPR secretary general Jeremy Smith. CEMR indicated that it opposed the binding legislative measures initially foreseen under the strategy. However, it criticised the strategy for lacking a political dimension. "Without political support - in particular at local level, it could have only a limited impact," says Smith.

The strategy will be discussed at a forthcoming meeting of European Union environment ministers.

The Strategy on the Urban Environment is one of the seven ‘thematic’ strategies required under the 6th Environment Action Programme (2002-2012).

Information from the websites:

European Commission

http://europa.eu.int/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/06/34&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/urban/towards_com.htm
http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/lex/LexUriServ/site/en/com/2004/com2004_0060en01.pdf
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/urban/thematic_strategy.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/urban/pdf/com_2005_0718_en.pdf
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/urban/pdf/sec_2006_16_en.pdf 

Presidency of the European Union

http://www.eu2006.at/en/Policy_Areas/Environment/index.html 

European Environmental Bureau (EEB)

http://www.eeb.org/press/pr_commission_adopts_hands_off_approach_urban_environment_130106.htm
Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR)
http://www.ccre.org/news_detail_en.htm?ID=681
EurActiv.com

http://www.euractiv.com/Article?tcmuri=tcm:29-151572-16&type=News
II. Waste
On 6 December 2005 the European Parliament and the Council reached an agreement in the Conciliation Committee on a new directive for the management of waste from extractive industries.

Waste from the extractive industries is currently subject to the general provisions of the Waste Framework Directive (75/442/EEC) and the Landfill Directive (1999/31/EC) and, even after the adoption of the draft Directive, those Directives will continue to apply to any aspects not specifically covered by the new provisions.
The Directive aims at preventing accidents and consequential damage to the environment and human health arising from the treatment and disposal of mining waste, by setting minimum requirements intended to improve mining waste management. Because of its composition or volume, this waste can constitute a serious threat to the environment and human health (like the disaster in Baia Mare in Romania in 2000, where the whole of the Danube was polluted with cyanide) if not properly managed. The text agreed by the EP and the Council deals with the planning, licensing, operation, closure and after-care of waste facilities. 

The European Parliament approved the Conciliation Committee joint text of directive at third reading on 18 of January 2006. The Council approved it on 30 January 2006.
Information from the websites:

European Commission

http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/waste/mining/ 

http://ue.eu.int/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/misc/87430.pdf  

EurActiv.com

http://www.euractiv.com/Article?tcmuri=tcm:29-149404-16&type=News
III. E-PRTR
Early last month, a Regulation establishing a European Release and Transfer Register (PRTR) (Regulation (EC) No 166/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 January 2006 concerning the establishment of a European Pollutant Release and Transfer Register and

amending Council Directives 91/689/EEC and 96/61/EC) was published in the Official Journal of the European Union. It entered into force on 24 February. Its purpose is to fulfil the European Community obligations under the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe Protocol on Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers (PRTR) to the UNECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (Aarhus Convention). 

The Register, which is about to be created, shall be an improved version of an existing European Pollutant Emission Register (EPER), which was established by Commission Decision 2000/479/EC in February 2004. In comparison to its predecessor, which has proved to be an important and useful tool for providing information about releases of pollutants from specific industrial facilities and activities, and by country, the new Register will supply its users with more detailed information, coming from an increased number of sources and with greater frequency. What is more, the European PRTR will also compile reporting of pollution from diffuse sources such as road traffic, aviation, shipping and agriculture. After its initial establishment, citizens will have a say in how it should be developed further.

To underline its importance, it should be added that the Regulation establishing the PRTR was adopted in its first reading, by a common agreement between the European Parliament and the Council. 

Information from the websites:

European Commission

http://europa.eu.int/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/05/854&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=ja 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/ippc/eper/index.htm 

EPER

http://www.eper.cec.eu.int/ 

Regulation text

http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/lex/LexUriServ/site/en/oj/2006/l_033/l_03320060204en00010017.pdf
IV. WTO panel ruling on the EU GMO moratorium
On 7 February 2006, after almost three years of examination, the WTO Panel submitted to the WTO Dispute Settlement Body an interim report of its proceedings over the case brought up by three complainants: Argentina, Canada and the United States of America against the European Communities, concerning the defendant’s moratorium on GM products, effective between June 1999 and August 2003. The EU measures giving rise to the dispute consisted in:

· excessively long approval and examination proceedings with regard to marketing authorisations of GMOs or GMO derived food and feed products, 

· not bringing the proceedings to an end, or 

· applying “safeguard measures” with regard to the products which have been formally approved for use within the EU. 

In its conclusions, the WTO Panel found them to be inconsistent with the WTO free trade rules. 

The Panel report, itself being only a provisional document, not available to the public in its entirety, will be subject to considerations by the WTO Dispute Settlement Body, which may decide to reject it. This being relatively unlikely, the report, once it receives the legally binding form of the WTO Dispute Settlement Body ruling or recommendation (due in March 2006), may be subject of appeal to the standing WTO Appellate Body. Only after this stage of the proceedings has been reached, the winning party may require its opponent to bring its policy into line with the ruling, and finally it may impose limited trade sanctions.

It should be point out that the Panel examined the disputed measures through the perspective of the WTO Agreement on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS Agreement), which provides for rules on deciding whether a given sanitary and phytosanitary measure, applied by a member state of the WTO, constitutes an impediment to the free trade in goods or services. From this viewpoint, the moratorium was not itself an SPS measure, since only the EU approval procedures could be qualified as such. However, the measures constituting the de facto moratorium were contrary to several provisions of the SPS Agreement: they affected the operation and application of the approval procedures – contrary to the requirement of the “procedures [being] undertaken and completed without undue delay”; moreover, the “safeguard measures” were not based on a “risk assessment” as required under the SPS Agreement. On the other hand, the EU procedures and rules applicable de iure were not found to be in breach of the SPS Agreement in any manner contested by the complainants. 

The Panel report formulates almost no recommendations with regard to the manner in which the EU should bring its policy into line with the ruling. This is due to the fact that since the moment of introduction of the new EU rules to approve GM products in 2004, the de facto moratorium has ended in most cases. Although the present state of EU legislation was also met with severe criticism, in particular from the US part, it was not subject to examination in the reported WTO proceedings.

The present case, though it may have no significant direct consequences for the EU policy vis-à-vis GMOs and GMO derived food and feed products, is highly illustrative, insofar as it reveals substantial conflicts of interests between international players involved. At stake are issues of health and safety, associated with persisting uncertainty over the impact the GMOs might have for human and animal heath in a long run. This view is exemplified by a very sceptic approach the EU public opinion has towards the issue of GMO - 62% of respondents across the EU-25 are “worried” about the food safety risks posed by GMOs. On the other side are crucial economic arguments of the industry (and countries hosting it, out of which the complainants in the reported case represent around 90%), as well as those of developing countries. Corresponding to those two positions are two different regulatory approaches: a more lenient one, characterised by relatively fast market access procedures and a more stringent one, with longer procedures, more scientific examination and post-release obligations such as labelling and traceability. Superimposed, there is a lack of commonly accepted international rules. In spite of high participation in the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety (132 countries), which provides for a sovereign regulatory competence of each country in this field, it cannot be considered to represent an international consensus, as the most important world GMO producers are not parties thereto. Furthermore, the diverging national rules on GMOs can constitute an impediment to free trade, as in the reported case. 

Information from the websites:

European Commission

http://europa.eu.int/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/06/61&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/food/biotechnology/index_en.htm
EurActiv.com

http://www.euractiv.com/Article?tcmuri=tcm:29-152341-16&type=News
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