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The European Environment Agency estimates that 
374,000 Europeans die prematurely every year due to 
air pollution.

The first EU Clean Air Forum took place two years ago 
in Paris and focused on transport. The second edition 
takes place in Bratislava on 28-29 November 2019 
and tackles polluting substances from heating and 
agriculture.

Decision-makers and experts will also discuss the 
impact of polluted air on public health and financial 
instruments to improve air quality.

EURACTIV is the media partner of the Forum which is 
organised by the European Commission in cooperation 
with the Ministry of Environment of the Slovak 
Republic.
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Air quality is rapidly becoming 
more and more of an 
emotionally-charged subject 

as the health implications become 
more explicit. Here is how things 
stand at both EU and national level.

According to the European 
Commission’s plans to drag the EU 
economy onto a Paris Agreement-
compliant trajectory, achieving net-
zero emissions by 2050 will yield 
significant health and financial 
benefits.

The as-yet-pending strategy for 
mid-century “will reduce premature 
deaths caused by fine particulate 
matter by more than 40% and health 
damage by around €200 billion per 
annum”, the EU executive predicts.

A combination of decarbonised, 
decentralised and digitalised power, 
more efficient and sustainable 
batteries, highly efficient electric 
powertrains, connectivity and 
autonomous driving will help decrease 
air pollution, which causes around 
400,000 premature deaths in the EU 

per year.
But according to a special version 

of the EU’s Eurobarometer, released 
on 27 November, the majority of 
Europeans (68%) have not heard of the 
bloc’s raft of air quality standards.

Only 31% said they are aware of 
the legislation, which marks a slight 
increase in awareness since 2012, 
when only 25% of respondents said 
they knew about the benchmarks.

More than six in 10 of those who 

How air quality rules  
stack up across Europe

E U R A C T I V  n e t w o r k

Smog over Krakow.  
[Photo: Shutterstock]
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responded in the positive also said 
that those same standards should be 
strengthened, despite official figures 
showing that air quality has indeed 
improved in recent years.

Nearly 40% of respondents said 
the EU should propose additional 
measures and nearly 40% of those 
said they would like to express their 
views on what should and what should 
not be done.

Environmental activists contacted 
by EURACTIV agreed that more 
measures are needed and that public 
input should be taken seriously. There 
are various citizens initiatives aimed 
at doing just that.

But most measures are 
implemented, or not, at the member 
state level. This is how things stand in 
a few notable examples.

CZECH IMPROVEMENTS 
BUT WORK TO BE DONE

Following the collapse of the 
communist regime, air quality 
improved significantly in the Czech 
Republic. Over the last 15 years, 
air pollutant emissions fell, due to 
financial assistance and other support 
instruments, but still exceed limits in 
some areas.

There is a long-term problem with 
PM10, PM2.5 and benzo(a)pyrene, with 
household heating representing the 
main contributor. There is widespread 
use of fossil fuel boilers, which is 
linked to the Czech energy sector’s 
heavy reliance on coal.

Air pollution is also caused by road 
transport, especially in Prague and its 
surroundings because many people 
commute daily to work in the capital 
by car. 

Pollution is high especially in 
the north-eastern Moravian-Silesian 
region. The regional capital, Ostrava, 
is the industrial centre of the country 
and is polluted not only by local coke 
plants, steel factories and households 

but also from factories located in 
neighbouring Poland.

Local authorities are trying to 
tackle the problem through a regional 
development strategy focusing on air 
improvement measures. There are 
also a few EU-funded programmes.

For example, the CLAIRO project 
measures the impact of urban greenery 
on air quality. There are also other 
projects focused on public awareness 
about low air quality, for example, 
through proper environmental 
education in primary schools.

According to Czech expert Bedřich 
Moldan, the government takes various 
measures to improve air quality 
but it is difficult to prove if they are 
effective enough. “There are lots of 
strategies and measures, especially 
the ones made by the Ministry of the 
Environment,” he told EURACTIV.cz.

The most popular measure is an 
EU-funded programme aimed at 
subsidising the replacement of old 
boilers. Moldan noted that he is not 
in favour of this measure because new 
boilers still burn solid fuels, which 
produce aerosol particles.

“I think that other ways of heating 
should be prioritised, especially 
heat pumps that are also subsidised. 
Currently, even though it is fossil fuel 
too, the gas burning is the clearest 
way to lower the air pollution,” he 
explained.

“However, the Ministry of the 
Environment does not really prefer 
this way, despite the fact that necessary 
infrastructure already exists,” Moldan 
added.

SLOVAKIA’S SUCCESS AND 
SHORTCOMINGS

Across the border in Slovakia, 
the biggest problem is also with 
PM2.5, PM10, ground-level ozone and 
benzo(a)pyrene, according to both the 
latest EEA report on air quality and the 
government’s environment report.

Of these, the government report 
details only the source of two of them. 

In 2016, households – in other words, 
domestic heating – were the main 
source of both PM2.5 (86% share) and 
PM10 (75%).

In an interview with EURACTIV.sk, 
Environment Ministry State-Secretary 
Norbert Kurilla said domestic heating 
is the biggest source of air pollution.

He explained that many small 
Slovak towns are located in valleys 
where there is little wind and no high 
stacks to release it high above. As for 
transport, it is a significant source of 
pollution in traffic-heavy Bratislava.

Dana Mareková from Slovak 
NGO “For Clean Air” said its own 
air monitoring “confirmed that in 
Bratislava we breathe air that harms 
us every day”.

At nine of the city’s busiest 
junctions, the NGO observed values 
of PM2.5 and PM10 that are above 
the scientifically validated limits. 
“Children, pregnant women and aged 
persons suffer the most,” the activist 
explained.

Ahead of the Clean Air Forum in 
Bratislava, Mareková said: “we expect 
resolute steps from the politicians – we 
want to know what we breathe and we 
want healthier air”.

According to the EEA, 5,000 
Slovaks die prematurely due to air 
pollution every year. The government 
has taken several steps to improve the 
situation including the extension of 
the monitoring network from 38 to 52 
stations.

Kurilla also said the outgoing 
government has, since 2016, enabled 
towns and cities to create low-
emission zones, increased emission 
ceilings for small and medium-sized 
energy sources, launched a subsidy 
scheme for households to replace their 
heating and improved the monitoring 
framework.

On the other hand, Slovakia is one 
of the countries that still have not sent 
the European Commission the final 
version of its National Air Pollution 

Continued on Page 6
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Control Programme, despite the April 
2019 deadline.

In the past, Slovak authorities 
have been criticised by NGOs for 
concentrating on the big polluters 
instead of local heating and for lack of 
investment in cleaner local transport. 
A vast majority of public investment in 
clean air comes from EU funds.

In March 2018, the Supreme 
Audit Office said the measures taken 
between 2007 and 2013 “cannot be 
considered efficient and effective” 
since Slovakia had been failing to 
respect EU legislation.

There are two infringement 
cases pending against Slovakia on 
air quality. Since 2009, there is an 
ongoing case on PM10; the last step in 
the case was an additional reasoned 
opinion in 2014.

Although Slovakia still exceeds 
the limit values, it was not yet referred 
to the ECJ. The Commission stated in 
2018 that the communicated measures 
appear to be able to appropriately 
tackle the identified gaps in air quality, 
if correctly implemented.

There is also a formal notice dating 
back to 2017 for failing to ensure 
an appropriate number and type 
of sampling points and to provide 
sufficient valid data for air pollution 
by NO2.

Air quality is one of the most 
important environmental issues 
according to almost half of the 
population, topped only by growing 
amount of waste, according to a 2017 
Eurobarometer.

The newly released Special 
Eurobarometer shows there is a 
discrepancy between Slovak public 
opinion and the EU average on three 
accounts.

Fewer Slovaks believe that public 
authorities are not doing enough, 
they feel much stronger than average 
Europeans that they can personally 
contribute (by replacing their own 
energy-intensive equipment) but 

fewer than the EU average believe 
that stricter pollution controls should 
be applied on industrial and energy-
production activities.

POLAND’S PROBLEMS

As a result of Poland’s love affair 
with the coal industry in its southern 
regions, the country has some of the 
most polluted air across the EU. Thirty-
three of the bloc’s 50 dirtiest cities in 
2018 were located Poland.

Poles are now often heard retelling 
a decade-old joke: ‘When you open a 
window in Krakow, you don’t freshen 
the air in your apartment, you freshen 
the air outside’.

NGO Polish Smog Alert has 
recently warned of alarming levels of 
air pollution in the country. According 
to their research released last month, 
smaller towns are the most affected by 
smog, because many people continue 
to burn coal to heat their homes during 
the cold season.

Large cities such as Krakow 
and Katowice make the top of most 
polluted Polish localities.

The NGO said on its website that 
the poor condition of air is responsible 
for 48,000 premature deaths in the 
country.

Poland still struggles with its Soviet 
hangover in its fight to combat air 
pollution and transform the country’s 
energy production, the country’s 
then-deputy environmental minister 
Michał Kurtyka said in an October 
interview.

“When we entered the transition of 
1989, nearly 100% of our energy was 
provided by coal. It was not the case 
of our neighbours,” he said, adding 
that “cleaning up after the communist 
period was very costly”.

With growing pressure from civil 
society and dissatisfied citizens, local-
level governments have begun taking 
steps to fight smog and improve air 
quality in their cities.

Kurtyka pointed out that Poland 
has put forward “an unprecedented 

programme” of €25 billion to change 
household heating systems and 
installations. After a period of 
uncertainty where external funding 
was in doubt, the programme now 
looks to have a more secure future.

An ambitious programme has also 
kicked off in Kraków, a 1.7 million-
citizen metro area where pollution is 
a notorious companion. In 2018, the 
local government outlawed the use of 
the cheapest, most polluting coal, and 
by the end of this year aims to ban all 
burning of coal and wood.

FRANCE’S FAILURES

France has generally been a bad 
student of improving air quality. With 
years of public subsidies for diesel, the 
high number of diesel cars in France 
is widely responsible for the levels of 
small particles.

Historically, tax incentives granted 
to diesel were a post-war measure 
meant to benefit road hauliers and 
farmers, who used diesel vehicles.

But car manufacturers rushed 
into the fiscal breach in the 1980s and 
started to commercialise private cars 
powered by diesel. Even if the fiscal 
incentives for diesel have been slowly 
cut, a lot of French drivers still use old 
diesel cars.

Some cities – like Paris – are 
gradually banning diesel vehicles to 
improve air quality. After 2020, it will 
not be possible to drive in the French 
capital with a diesel car and older 
autos have already been banned.

Strasbourg, the other seat of the 
European Parliament, has adopted a 
similar measure for 2025, and other 
large French cities, such as Marseille 
and Lyon, are developing Low 
Emission Zones.

But local initiatives are still not 
enough to tackle air pollution, which 
causes 48,000 premature deaths in 
France each year, according to a study 
published in 2016 by Public Health 

Continued on Page 7
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France.
France has been warned over and 

over about air quality by the EU and 
on 24 October, the Court of Justice 
of the EU sentenced the country 
for “systematically and persistently 
exceeded the annual limit value for 
nitrogen dioxide since 1 January 2010” 
in 12 French agglomerations.

France is the 3rd country to be 
sentenced by the Luxembourg-based 
court, along with Poland and Bulgaria.

The French government has 
promised to quickly improve air 
quality as a result but in case progress 
is too slow, France could be exposed to 
financial sanctions. 

GERMANY’S GRIPES

A European Environment Agency 
(EEA) report from October states that 
even though air quality has improved, 
pollution due to fine particles, nitrogen 
dioxide and ground-level ozone 
caused about 400,000 premature 
deaths in 2016 alone, almost 60,000 
of them in Germany.

For Germany, the EEA estimates 
that 591,400 years of life have been 
lost because of air pollution – more 
than anywhere else in Europe.

Calculated per inhabitant, 
Germany is slightly below the EU 
average and in the lower third of 
the world in terms of fine particles 
pollution, but in terms of nitrogen 
dioxide pollution, it is in the lead.

In the home of Volkswagen, the 
firm behind the emissions-cheating 
Dieselgate scandal, transport is the 
main culprit.

Jürgen Resch, Managing Director of 
Deutsche Umwelthilfe (DUH), calls for 
immediate measures: “Unfortunately, 
the federal government is also the 
export champion for dirty fraud diesel 
cars,” he said.

“But instead of sending the 
problem to Southern and Eastern 
Europe, Chancellor Merkel must 

finally force all car manufacturers 
to recall all affected vehicles at short 
notice. 

Several German cities have decided 
to implement diesel bans in order to 
curb pollution levels, triggering court 
cases between various plaintiffs.

The ECJ even got involved 
this month, ruling that regional 
government officials cannot be 
threatened with jail sentences in order 
to incentivise them to implement 
court-ordered bans.

BELGIAN BOTHER

Belgium, notably its capital 
of Brussels, is home to many 
headquarters of the EU institutions. 
But despite the drive by officials in the 
Commission and Parliament to clean 
up Europe’s air, the country and city 
score poorly.

In 2016, the European Commission 
even took the Belgian government 
to task over alleged failures in 
safeguarding air quality in the EU 
quarter. The government had failed 
to report pollution levels recorded on 
two of the most congested roads in the 
city.

Brussels has a number of 
contingency measures in place, 
including bans on wood-burning 
stoves and free public transport once 
air quality limits are exceeded by a 
certain amount for a certain amount 
of time.

An annual car-free day in the city 
proves to be hugely popular with 
residents and there have been calls for 
a monthly or even weekly version to be 
organised.

Nearly a half of Belgians said in 
a special Eurobarometer published 
today that they think households 
do enough themselves to tackle 
air pollution, while 80% said that 
the problem should be tackled at 
international, rather than national or 
regional, level.

The Flemish government last 
month adopted a new air quality plan, 

the main measure of which is aimed 
at the federal government and the 
much-maligned rules on company 
cars. It is meant to help reduce the 
health impact of low air quality by half 
between now and 2030.

But environmental NGO 
Greenpeace, which had taken the 
Flanders government to court in 
2017 for failing to publish a plan, was 
non-plussed by the new effort and 
threatened to seek damages of €1,000 
per day until the rules were tweaked.

The original court case was based 
on Flanders exceeding European 
standards for nitrogen dioxide (NO2) 
for almost a decade. NO2, of which 
more than 60% comes from traffic, is 
linked to asthma and cardiovascular 
problems.

Official figures show that about 
9,000 people die prematurely due to 
bad air quality in Belgium.

Reporting by Aneta Zachová, Pavol 
Szalai, Katarína Detersová, Cécile 
Barbière, Claire Stam, Alexandra 
Brzozowski and Sam Morgan.

Continued from Page 6
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Industry, agriculture and transport 
were asked to decrease air 
pollution at a high-level EU 

forum in Slovakia on clean air but 
the responsible ministers and new 
Commissioners were absent from the 
Bratislava event on Wednesday (27 
November).

“The problem is pretending that 
this is an environmental problem. This 
is the problem of industry, transport, 
agriculture as well as our taxation 
system,” outgoing environment 
Commissioner Karmenu Vella said as 
he opened the EU Clean Air Forum in 
Bratislava.

The Slovak capital is hosting the 

second edition of the Commission-
supported and cross-sectoral event 
on air pollution. The first such forum 
took place in 2017 in Paris.

According to Slovak Environment 
Minister László Sólymos, Central and 
Eastern European countries share 

Implementing clean air rules  
the eternal problem,  

as EU countries told to raise game
B y  P a v o l  S z a l a i  |  E U R A C T I V. s k

Karmenu Vella, the EU’s outgoing environment Commissioner,  
with Frans Timmermans, who will take over as climate chief on 1 December.  

[Photo: EPA-EFE/STEPHANIE LECOCQ]
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“identical problems”: energy poverty 
linked to burning harmful low-cost 
fuels; energy intensity of industry; and 
under-investment in agriculture.

Although Commissioner Vella 
reassured the international audience 
air quality is a priority for the incoming 
EU executive and its president-elect, 
the forum was marked by the absence 
of the officials who will guide policy 
for the next five years.

Commissioners-elect for climate 
and environment Frans Timmermans 
and Virginijus Sinkevičius may only 
take office on 1 December, but the 
Dutchman had previously appeared 
at conferences and the Lithuanian 
official had met activists in Brussels.

In Bratislava, the event was meant 
to be opened by Prime Minister Peter 
Pellegrini but failed to show up. There 
was no immediate explanation for the 
no-show or the lack of appearance 
by Slovak ministers for troublesome 
sectors like industry, transport and 
agriculture.

EU NOT IN LINE WITH 
SCIENCE

In what he called his “very last 
speech” as Commissioner, Vella 
praised “solid progress” at the Forum.

“Since the year 2000, across the 
EU, emissions have fallen by between 
10% and 75%, depending on the 
pollutant. The monitoring network 
has expanded, and there is a clear 
downward trend in exceedances,” the 
Maltese official said.

“Today, far fewer people are 
exposed to air pollution compared to a 
decade ago. Premature deaths from air 
pollution continue to fall,” he added.

But he also pleaded “it would be 
stupid not to do more”. He referred to 
the 400,000 premature deaths in the 
EU linked to air pollution. Vella sees 
gaps in both the existing EU legislation 
and its implementation.

“The legislation has been partially, 

but not fully effective. Air quality 
challenges continue to persist – and 
our standards are not fully in line 
with the recommendations in the best 
available scientific advice,” admitted 
the outgoing Commissioner.

Implementation is, according to 
him, “the eternal problem”. He called 
on EU countries to “raise their game”. 
Last year, 22 member states reported 
an exceedance for at least one 
pollutant and mostly for several ones.

Since the EU Clean Air Forum in 
Paris, the Commission has referred 
nine infringement cases to the EU 
Court of Justice. With some countries, 
including Slovakia, “very productive 
Clean Air Dialogues” have been held.

FAILING COLLECTIVE 
ACTION

Under the current EU long-term 
budget (2014-2020), €2 billion have 
been earmarked for air quality action.

Vella explained that thanks to 
another environmental instrument, 
the LIFE programme, Poland’s 
“Integrated Małopolska Project 
leveraged more than €800 million 
from an EU contribution of €16 
million, improving the quality of life 
for 20 million citizens in Poland and 
nearby member states”.

The Commissioner added that 
clean air demands collective action 
across countries, government levels 
and sectors. “They need to do much 
more,” Vella said in reference to 
heating, transport, industry and 
agriculture.

The Slovak Environment Minister 
and Deputy Prime Minister, too, 
believe “air pollution doesn’t respect 
the borders of states and ministries”.

Sólymos praised his government’s 
measures like new air quality 
legislation, stricter emissions limits 
for medium-size sources, a renovation 
scheme for public buildings and a 
funding scheme for the replacement 
of 15 thousand domestic boilers.

Old heating equipment, a persistent 

problem in the case of 120 thousand 
households, is by far the main source 
of air pollution in Slovakia. In bigger 
cities including Bratislava, however, 
transport is the biggest polluter.

The new Slovak law approved in 
2017 enables cities to declare low-
emission zones. But the Minister 
failed to list the municipalities who 
have seized the opportunity. “It’s in the 
hands of cities,” he said.

END OF FORMALISTIC 
APPROACH?

An ardent defender of the climate 
and a one-time anti-landfill activist, 
Slovak President Zuzana Čaputová 
cancelled her participation at the last 
minute due to health troubles. Her 
speech was delivered by her close aide 
Juraj Rizman, a former Greenpeace 
campaigner.

Čaputová’s statement concurred 
that “we certainly have successes to 
praise” in the fight for cleaner air in 
Slovakia. Despite the lower industry 
emissions and less acidification of 
the environment from pollutants, “we 
haven’t achieved our goal: a good air 
quality”.

Rizman highlighted the 5,000 
premature deaths caused by air 
pollution in Slovakia, 23 times 
higher than traffic accident fatalities. 
Together with the 400,000 in the 
whole of the EU, these are “incredible 
numbers that we have the duty to 
decrease”.

The Slovak president called for 
raising awareness and participation 
of citizens, ensuring the respect of the 
EU legislation on particulate matters 
and taking new measures on local, 
national and international levels.

But she also decried “plans that 
were made so they can exist – on the 
paper” and asked decision-makers to 
“stop the formalistic approach”.

“This practice has to end,” her 
aide concluded as the two-day forum 
opened in Bratislava.

Continued from Page 8
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Heating’s huge impact on 
the EU’s air quality and 
greenhouse gas emissions 

needs new focus and attention, 
according to policymakers and 
activists gathered in Bratislava on 
Thursday (28 November).

EU households use up to 80% 
of their energy on heating and hot 
water, according to the European 
Commission. Buildings also absorb 
around 40% of the bloc’s overall power 
output.

In addition to the regular costs 
associated with generating and 

distributing that much power, heating 
also has a more insidious impact: 
50% of particulate matter pollution 
is generated by keeping our homes 
warm.

Air pollution in general, which 
includes agriculture and transport, 
causes around 400,000 premature 
deaths in the EU every year, according 
to the European Environmental 
Agency (EEA), so the scale of the 
problem is significant.

Emissions from heating are 
decreasing but in recent years the 
drop has only reached 10%. At an EU-
sponsored clean air forum in Slovakia, 

attendants insisted that more can be 
done and shared real-world examples 
of solutions and challenges.

BOILER BOTHER

Kurt Dedic of the Czech Republic’s 
environment ministry acknowledged 
that his country has a “serious problem 
with air pollution” but explained how 
a government scheme, supported by 
the Commission to replace inefficient 
dirty boilers is starting to pay off.

The official said that Czechs have 
been given a 10-year transition period 
to replace outdated heating devices, 
which are often fuelled by coal, wood 
or even household waste.

Applicants can benefit from a 
subsidy covering 80% of costs and 
the goal is to replace 10,000 by the 
September 2022 deadline. Lower-
income citizens have been offered 
interest-free loans to help them make 
the change.

“We see it is working, especially 
the loans. A new standard boiler is 
around €6,000, insulation is €10,000. 
Without state help it is simply not 
possible,” Dedic said, adding “we hope 
everyone will meet the deadline but 
we’ll see what the reality is.”

Deputy Mayor of Sofia Ioana 
Hristova also detailed how 55,000 
households in the Bulgarian capital’s 

‘Heat our homes, not the planet’:  
EU clean air forum takes  

heating to task
B y  S a m  M o r g a n  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

Burning coal and wood for heating is a no-no in cities like Krakow.  
[Photo: Shutterstock]
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greater area burn dirty fuels and how 
a new scheme, using LIFE programme 
funding, aims to replace 10,000 while 
another targets 15,000. 

But Katarina Nikodemova of Slovak 
NGO Buildings for the Future was less 
optimistic about her government’s 
similar efforts and a €35 million 
boiler replacement scheme, aimed at 
reducing heating’s 86% of Slovakia’s 
total particulate matter pollution 
share.

“We’re critical because it does 
not go hand-in-hand with other 
measures like insulation or window 
replacement. That is where the 
heat leaks out. When we promote 
replacing boilers it should be tagged 
with other measures, to promote the 
energy efficiency first principle,” she 
explained.

Dimitri Vergne, a sustainable 
transport expert, echoed that point, 
telling the audience that “we need 
to heat our homes, not the planet. 
Replacing a boiler in a home that is 
badly insulated is not the solution to 
the problem.”

Nikodemova also warned that 
government schemes need to be 
communicated better so that everyday 
people can take advantage of them. 
She revealed that only 2% of Slovaks 
have heard of a state-supported 
insulating programme, according to a 
survey.

Only 155 houses have been adapted 
as a result.

Hans Bruyninckx of the EEA shared 
some examples of best practice during 
a presentation that outlined the state 
of air pollution across Europe, singling 
out Ireland for praise.

“The practice of banning certain 
fuels, bituminous fuels, decreased 
annual deaths. The financial impact, 
linked to healthcare savings, totals 
€20 million in benefit. The ban was 
extended to 25 cities and towns, 
reducing levels of PM10,” Bruyninckx 
revealed.

The EEA official also added that a 
2019 ban on using smoky coal should 
also reap rewards in due course. “If we 
get this right then when I stand here 
in two years time, I’ll be talking about 
downward trends and we’ll be on the 
right track,” he concluded.

POLAND PRIMED

Discussions on air pollution in 
the EU cannot fail to mention Poland, 
thanks to its dubious honour of having 
some of the worst air quality anywhere 
in the bloc, largely due to its reliance 
on coal power for energy and heating.

Change is in the air though. The 
city of Krakow banned solid fuels from 
being used in boilers as of 1 September. 
According to local campaigners, 
there has been some pushback and 
resistance from locals, due to the costs 
involved but that was expected.

Committee of the Regions energy 
chief Cor Lamers hailed the Krakow 
measure as a “great example of 
tailormade solutions”, adding that 
taking into account public awareness 
when making policy decisions is 
crucial to the air quality fight.

Poland could yet see even more 
changes in the months to come, 
as a multi-billion-euro clean air 
programme, which in recent months 
looked in danger of collapse, could 
finally get off the ground.

The ambitious scheme aims to 
renovate three million homes over 
the next decade and clean up Poland’s 
airways but relations broke down 
between Warsaw and the EU, whose 
involvement is key to attracting the 
estimated €30 billion needed.

A dispute over how the scheme 
should be managed and whether 
private banks should be involved put 
negotiations on ice. The government 
wanted the programme to flow 
exclusively through one fund but the 
Commission insisted private banking 
would be essential for a scheme of that 
size.

But after the recent election victory 

of the ruling Law and Justice party (PiS), 
there has been a reversal of fortunes 
and talks are set to resume. Polish 
Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki 
even announced an expansion of the 
plans in his post-election speech.

Moreover, the Polish fund now 
comes under the remit of the climate 
ministry, which will be headed by COP 
President Michal Kurtyka.

A high-ranking Commission 
official told EURACTIV that Kurtyka’s 
understanding of the international 
dimension of climate policy means 
that optimism has grown considerably 
in the EU institutions.

Details still need to be ironed out, 
for example, on whether old coal 
boilers can be replaced with more 
efficient coal-burners. But the outlook 
is certainly more positive than in June.

At the Bratislava Forum, Kurt Dedic 
explained that the Czech Republic did 
not exclude natural gas boilers from 
its replacement scheme, citing the 
success the country had in the 1990s 
in ditching some coal power.

That sentiment was echoed by 
the Commission’s Haitze Siemers, 
a head of unit whose title includes 
responsibility for ‘clean coal’: “it 
is important to remember that 
everywhere you look in Europe it is 
a different situation, with different 
starting points”.

“Some places are ripe for 
electrified heating, others district 
heating, others gas. In some places, 
wood is the option for now. We have 
overall decarbonisation objectives. It’s 
up to member states, regions, cities 
to decide how to do their bit to meet 
them,” he added.

That prompted an intervention 
by clean air activist Rosamund Adoo-
Kissi-Debrah, whose daughter died 
due to health complications caused by 
polluted air. The British campaigner 
refuted the suggestion that wood 
can be an option, warning that “we 
really should not be sending mixed 
messages”.

Continued from Page 10
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EU cohesion funding for 
environmental measures has 
not been spent as planned and 

EU member states are reluctant to 
apply the “no environmental harm” 
principle. EURACTIV Slovakia reports.

“If you think the economy is more 
important than environment, try 
holding your breath while counting 

your money,” said American scientist 
Guy McPherson.

McPherson did not come to the 
EU Clean Air Forum in Slovakia, but 
the European Commission’s Director 
General for Regional and Urban Policy 
quoted him in what turned out to be a 
critique of the very policy he oversees.

Indeed, in the eyes of Marc 
Lemaître, current cohesion policy “is 

not particularly impressive”, one of the 
reasons for that being that “member 
states are pushing back”.

But Lemaître’s hosts, the 
State Secretary at the Slovak 
Ministry of Environment and the 
mayor of Bratislava, tried to show 
determination. While Norbert Kurilla 
praised the EU-funded replacement 
of old polluting boilers, Matúš Vallo 
showed willingness to take measures 
“unpopular” with drivers.

HUGE INVESTMENTS 
NEEDED

The EU’s key debate platform whose 
second edition took place in Bratislava 
on 28 and 29 November, was attended 
by one of the European Investment 
Bank’s new vice-presidents, Lilyana 
Pavlova, who took office in November.

She said that the EU Bank “has 
been at the forefront” of climate action 
which, according to her, is closely 
related to clean air measures.

In order to reach climate neutrality 
in 2050, the EU will have to invest 
extensively into energy, transport, 
industry and agriculture, sectors 
which also produce most of the air-
polluting substances.

In Bratislava, Pavlova confirmed 
the EIB’s commitment to unlocking 
investments into climate action and 

Cash for clean air:  
Between unbankable projects  

and unpopular measures
B y  P a v o l  S z a l a i  |  E U R A C T I V. s k

Bratislava is trying to clean up its transport problem, often with 
measures that are not ideal for motorists. [Photo: ilolab / Shutterstock]
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environmental sustainability worth €1 
trillion by 2030.

“At the same time this is an 
opportunity to improve the European 
economic model and to make it more 
competitive as we are undergoing a 
technological revolution,” said EIB’s 
Vice-President.

In 2018, the EU Bank invested €16.2 
billion into climate and environmental 
projects, which represented 30% of its 
new financial commitments.

Its new lending policy, approved 
in November, should raise the share 
to 50% by 2025. By 2022, this will 
have largely excluded fossil fuels 
including natural gas, an abundant 
and affordable alternative to coal for 
the East of the EU.

Pavlova indeed recognised that 
“not all member states share the 
same pole position in their transition 
to carbon neutral economy and the 
investment needs for such transition 
are huge”.

NOT THE RIGHT SPEED

Marc Lemaître presented a 
gloomier look at EU’s climate and 
environmental action. “We will reach 
the 2020 climate target thanks to the 
deepest recession we have known 
since World War 2. In the future, we 
will have to be extremely determined,” 
he told the international audience in 
Bratislava.

Of the €350 billion dedicated to 
cohesion policy in the EU budget for 
2014-2020, €2 billion have been made 
available to climate and environment.

“Clearly, it is not particularly 
impressive,” the Director General 
acknowledged. “In terms of 
implementation in the sixth year, we 
are not very far advanced. This is the 
type of action, which today is lagging 
behind other types of investments,” 
Lemaître complained.

Moreover, member states have 
not even been able to fully spend 

the funding available for air quality 
measures in 2014-2020.

By 2019, Poland used 65% of 
the planned amount, Slovakia 56%, 
Romania 17% and Bulgaria only 2%. 
Leading by example, Croatia came in 
at 102%.

“We are not exactly at the right 
speed and pace to make the kind of 
difference our citizens now demand 
with more and more force,” Lemaître 
commented.

ERASING 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
CRITERIA

Yet, the Commission official also 
insisted that “we don’t have to feel 
the shame when it comes to cohesion 
policy.” In the next seven-year budget, 
the Commission has proposed almost 
€400 billion for cohesion.

“Not exactly peanuts,” Lemaître 
said adding that with the obligation of 
co-funding the total spending can be 
brought to €500 billion.

Within the cohesion chapter, up to 
€100 billion should be earmarked for 
climate action and environment. At 
least the Director General hopes so.

“Because member states – and I am 
sorry to say Slovakia is one of them – 
are pushing back. They are saying yes 
(to environmental measures), but we 
need other things – roads, all types of 
other infrastructures,” he said in front 
of his hosts.

When Slovak environmental 
activist Daniel Lešinský asked why 
the horizontal principle of “no 
environmental harm” is not applied in 
EU’s cohesion funding as it continues 
to fund fossil-fuel projects, the 
Director General responded that “it’s 
the member states who are responsible 
for cohesion policy”.

Lemaître even accused some 
of them of “trying to erase the 
environmental criteria”.

UNBANKABLE AND 
UNPOPULAR MEASURES

But Norbert Kurilla of the Slovak 
Environment Ministry was there to 
present the successes of EU cohesion 
policy in his country.

Slovakia used €30 million of EU 
money with national co-financing 
worth €5 million to launch the 
replacement of old boilers and thus 
reduce pollution from heating, the 
main source of PM2.5 and PM10 in the 
country.

Lemaître confessed such 
government subsidies are necessary 
since for the Poles or Slovaks that burn 
domestic to heat themselves, “loans 
will not do”. He admitted “not all 
projects are ultimately bankable”.

In total, €200 million are to 
be spent for air quality projects in 
Slovakia with funding coming mostly 
from EU’s cohesion policy.

The Director General at the 
Commission turned also to city 
administrations which, according to 
him, will be indispensable in fighting 
climate change and air pollution. But 
richer cities like Bratislava do not have 
the right for the cohesion funding.

Bratislava Mayor Matúš Vallo 
explained at the EU Clean Air Forum he 
must sometimes decide on measures 
that are “unpopular” with drivers as he 
tackles the main source of pollution in 
the Slovak capital: transport.

Bratislava as a result is extending 
bus lanes and changing its parking 
policy.

Vallo, elected as an independent 
candidate last year and member of 
Slovakia’s new political generation, 
said such measures are good for 
inhabitants. “But not for me as a 
politician,” he added.

Continued from Page 12
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European policies on tackling 
agricultural emissions are 
insufficient, according to 

auditors. Although solutions do 
exist, the cost and time factors often 
mean farmers are not capable of 
implementing them.

Agriculture is responsible for 
95% of ammonia emissions, which 
contribute to the formation of harmful 
secondary particulate matter. Three-
quarters of it comes from manure and 
20% from inorganic fertilisers.

Ways to cut ammonia emissions 
include improved livestock feeding 
strategies, more effective ways of 
using fertilisers and closed manure 
storage.

However, farmers claim they have 
neither money nor time for these 
solutions.

NOT ONLY FINANCE

“We would all like to farm 
sustainably, but the prices often don’t 
even cover our cost and certainly don’t 

cover investments,” said Doris Letina 
of the European Council of Young 
Farmers (CEJA), during the Clean Air 
Forum in Bratislava.

She claims farmers should benefit 
from easier access to know-how about 
sustainable farming, because they lack 
the time to look for the information 
themselves. “Sustainable farming also 
needs a lot of data, for example about 
the soil. We also need access to that,” 
she added.

Agricultural emissions:  
Not enough cash for solutions
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Agriculture is responsible for 95% of ammonia emissions. 
[Photo: Shutterstock]
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Non-organic farms should also be 
eligible for green finance according 
to Letina, because even they can do at 
least some of the green measures.

ZERO EMISSION?

The farmer doesn’t like the talks 
about farmers being the “bad guys” 
polluting the air. She stressed people 
tend to forget that farmers make sure 
they have enough to eat in the first 
place.

This is something Slovak 
agriculture ministry state secretary 
Gabriel Csicsai also agrees with.

“We promised healthy and cheap 
food to our people. The number of 
EU citizens rises, the quality of life 
rises, so we need more and more food. 
We cannot be all vegetarians and the 
livestock production is still necessary,” 
he claimed adding that he is sceptical 
towards any zero emission targets.

According to him, emissions 
of ammonia can never be zero. He 
believes “the solution is to find a 
technology that could make use of the 
ammonia before it pollutes the air”.

CARE NEEDED

Agriculture has a special position 
in the EU economy, according to the 
Austrian ministry of sustainability 
and tourism.

“Given the market demands and 
in particular the strong pressure on 
prices in agriculture, measures to 
reduce emissions from agriculture 
have to keep a stronger eye on financial 
aspects,” said Austrian minister Maria 
Patek, whose speech was delivered by 
her deputy, Günter Liebel.

However, Austria is still convinced 
that some regulatory measures are 
most likely necessary. Other important 
steps are awareness raising through 
access to training, national and 
international research, knowledge 
and best practices.

COOPERATION OF 
MINISTRIES

In Austria, environmental farming 
was strengthened by connecting 
the agenda of environment and 
agriculture under the ministry of 
sustainability and tourism.

This ministry emerged in 2000 
and quickly created the Austrian Agri-
Environmental Programme, which is 
being updated on a regularly basis.

It consists of 24 measures for which 
farmers can get additional financing 
from the EU and national funds. Today, 
about 80% of all Austrian farms are 
actively participating in the Programme.

Csicsai believes that Slovak 
ministries do not have a problem 
cooperating on tackling air pollution 
in agriculture. “The problem is to find 
a way to put it to practice,” he insisted.

PENNED IN

But Austria confirmed a rise in 
ammonia emissions, despite the 
ongoing efforts. “Our cattle population 
is sinking since 1990, but this trend 
did not lead to sinking ammonia 
emissions,” stated Liebel. One possible 
explanation is a change in the cattle 
husbandry system.

Most Austrian farmers now keep 
animals in open pens and therefore 
enjoy high animal welfare standards. 
However, emissions rise as a result.

Another rise in animal welfare 
might lower the pollution, though. 
Pasture grazing comes hand-in-hand 
with the lowest ammonia emissions.

REFORM EXPECTATIONS

Austrians would like to see the 
impact of the Common Agriculture 
Policy (CAP) on the ammonia emission 
reduction obligations maximised.

However, according to Phil Owen 
from the European court of auditors, 
the CAP does not yet have enough 
tools to lower emissions in agriculture.

Auditors are sceptical towards the 

new CAP proposal as well. Despite the 
Commission’s claims they could not 
find higher ambition for protecting 
the environment there. They also 
think that payments according to land 
size are not economically justifiable.

They have high expectations from 
the European Green Deal and new 
Commissioner Janusz Wojciechowski 
who coauthored a critical report of the 
auditors about the new CAP proposal.

Mauro Poinelli of the Directorate-
General for Agriculture and Rural 
Development promised that the 
reformed CAP will take the needs of 
the environment into consideration 
and will consist of tools that will 
increase the potential for change.

He also highlighted that the CAP is 
not the only tool EU could offer when 
fighting the ammonia emissions.

NOT ALL FARMS ARE 
EQUAL

The panelists agreed that the 
problem of air pollution is different 
when considering small and big farms.

“It is important to know that 
Austria has a small-scaled agriculture 
with mostly family run businesses. 
This structure has to be considered 
when we talk about successful ways to 
reduce ammonia emissions,” claimed 
the minister’s deputy.

Small farms are making the biggest 
progress according to Patrick ten Brink 
form The European Environmental 
Bureau (EBB). He underlined that 80% 
of manure is produced by 4% of the 
largest farms. And they also receive 
grants from the CAP.

“We should think about income 
security for small farmers and food 
security for all of us, but not about 
profit security for big farmers,” 
claimed Brinka.

He also underlined that in some 
European policies, there are already 
distinctions between big and small 
producers, for example in fisheries. 
He believes that this approach is 
necessary in agriculture as well.

Continued from Page 14
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You can never reach a 
decarbonised economy by 
making the combustion 

engine perform better and become 
more efficient, says Hans Bruyninck. 
Breakthrough technologies, not 
incremental efficiency gains, will 
bring Europe to its 2050 objectives, he 
argues.

A Belgian national, Hans Bruyninckx 
is the Executive Director of the European 
Environment Agency (EEA) since 2013. 

He was interviewed by EURACTIV 
Slovakia on the margins of the EU 
Clean Air Forum in Bratislava. The 
EEA publishes today its flagship report 
‘The European environment – state and 
outlook 2020’.

The European Environment Agency 
releases today its report on the state 
and outlook of the environment. What 
is the main message since the last 
report was published five years ago?

There are four messages. The first 
message is urgency. We have recently 
had new reports on global climate and 
on tipping points by UN’s International 
Panel on Climate Change. The 
European Parliament has just declared 
a climate emergency. We have had 
reports on the loss of biodiversity and 
on the unsustainable use of resources.

These factors also play in Europe 
and they point out to the irreversible 

EEA chief: ‘We need systemic-
type environmental policies’ 
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damage being done and to the danger 
of tipping points.

The second message is that there 
is still a serious implementation gap. 
Europe has been making progress 
on air quality, water quality, waste 
sorting and protecting marine areas, 
but we would be much better off if we 
implemented the European legislation 
as it was intended.

And the third message?

Even if we implement well, we 
will never reach the targets of the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
and the objectives now set out in the 
European Green Deal.

Why? Current policies are either 
not ambitious enough or they don’t 
sufficiently address the key causes. We 
need systemic-type policies.

Can you be more specific?

You can never reach a decarbonised 
economy by making the combustion 
engine perform better and become 
more efficient. If you don’t work on 
the fundamentals of the chemical 
industry and move towards green 
chemistry, you can never come to 
zero pollution. You will not be able 
to recycle materials, if you keep 
increasing total waste production.

The fourth message is the big 
risk that we get stuck in the wrong 
investments for 2030. That we try to 
reach our 2030 goals by keeping and 
increasing investments in marginal 
efficiency gains in current systems like 
the combustion engine.

Or we invest big time in natural 
gas and we are stuck. Our billions are 
stuck, as well as our engineering, fiscal 
systems and legislation. We would 
close our way to 2050.

This is the high cost of marginal 
efficiency gains. We should 
invest in speeding up and scaling 
up breakthrough systems and 

technologies.

What are those?

Massive breakthrough of 
renewables, moving away from the 
combustion engine, but also speeding 
up and scaling up the stepping out of 
unsustainable systems.

What about nuclear energy?

It is clear that nuclear energy 
is and will be part of the mix. The 
European Commission does not tell 
member states what mix they should 
have. At the same time, in the policy 
packages there is a high preference 
for renewable energies – wind, solar, 
hydro, bio and tidal energies.

You mentioned the need for a systemic 
change. Does it mean that we as 
Europeans will need to compromise 
with our living standards and cut on 
our consumption?

We will have to shift consumption. 
Do we need to decrease our caloric 
needs? I don’t think our bodies are fit 
for it. But we can shift towards more of 
a plant-based diet.

I am not saying we all have to 
become vegetarian or vegan. But 
if we just stayed in line with the 
meat standards of the World Health 
Organisation (WHO), we would already 
see a radically different agricultural 
system in Europe.

We can shift our mobility. In 
Copenhagen where I now live 83% 
of transport is walking, cycling and 
public transport. Brussels where 
the EU has its headquarters has a 
completely different mobility system.

We will have to make choices, 
but not necessarily give up things. In 
Copenhagen, I don’t have a car. It’s 
faster and I am healthier because the 
air is cleaner. I am not losing anything. 
We will be in big trouble, if we don’t 
act.

So, you reject the notion that we need 
negative economic growth in order to 
save the planet?

We do need a functioning economy 
giving people a decent job and income. 
We need to keep work in Europe which 
is framed as ‘competitiveness’.

I am talking about the 
competitiveness of the future. I 
prefer to speak about ‘economic 
performance’. It includes decent work, 
redistribution and a standard of living 
considered as ‘good’ by Europeans.

But GDP alone is a specific notion 
of growth. It is rather obvious that on a 
finite planet with 10 billion people you 
cannot continue to believe that current 
solutions based on the growth in the 
last 40 years are going to last. Saying 
we use 1.5 planets is an intellectual 
nonsense. There is no 0.5 planet. It 
means we are overusing, polluting and 
depleting the one planet we have.

The methodology for calculating 
growth has been questioned for a long 
time. Should it be changed?

Yes. We need measures for 
natural capital and social capital. 
We have them for financial capital. 
We overvalue financial capital, we 
undervalue social capital and we 
hardly value natural capital. It is 
obvious we need to rethink that.

Someone said there are only two 
types of people who believe infinite 
growth on a finite planet is possible: 
either idiots or economists.

The very notion of economic growth 
will change?

Yes, it will change towards 
a qualitative and more equally 
distributed growth. More equal 
societies have lots of benefits for 
environment, gender, education, 
healthcare, life expectancy, quality 

Continued from Page 16
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of democracy. There is a really good 
research on that.

In which area has Europe made the 
biggest progress since you last released 
the report 5 years ago?

First, we see significantly less 
pollution in Europe – in air, water and 
industry.

Second, Europe will reach its 2020 
climate targets. We are the only region 
on the planet that will have stuck to 
these policies over a number of years.

Third, the idea of circular economy 
is really taking roots in the European 
economy, industry and innovation.

The last point is that 5 years ago 
the Juncker Commission took power 
with 10 priorities. Environment 
was not one of them. Now we have 
a Commission with 6 priorities and 
the European Green Deal is number 
one. There has never been such an 
alignment in Europe between our 
scientific knowledge and the policy 
agenda.

I am more hopeful than ever. This is 
the most forward-looking agenda that 
Europe has ever had and we now need 

to deliver. This is the pivotal decade. If 
we don’t, we will be in bad shape.

At the EU Clean Air Forum in Bratislava 
you said that EU air quality standards 
don’t match the standards of the WHO. 
How is it possible, considering that the 
EU is an environmental leader?

The EU is a leader. There is no other 
place on the planet where we have 
seen the same overall positive trend 
of decreasing air, water and industrial 
pollution.

But toxicology and epidemiology 
evolve. We understand better the 
ultrafine particles. As science evolves, 
the WHO comes with new standards. 
A clear link to them is made by the 
Zero Pollution Strategy which is now 
part of the European Green Deal. 
European Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen and Environment 
Commissioner Virginijus Sinkevičius 
have clearly said that the 400,000 
and more premature deaths due to air 
pollution are not acceptable.

412,000 people die prematurely in 
Europe due to pollution from fine 
particles (PM2.5). How is their health 
precisely affected?

First, PM2.5 have impact on people 
with lung and respiratory diseases 
and issues. Another vulnerable group 
consists of older people. On top of 
that, they cause brain strokes, heart 
attacks and all sorts of other problems. 
They can have an impact on the DNA 
and brain development, they can 
contribute to dementia and obesity. 
They are a cause of cancer.

There are multiple ways in which 
air pollution – whether PM2.5 or other 
forms – impacts on human health. 
And the most sensitive populations 
are suffering the most. It’s a silent and 
invisible killer. A really good research 
has illustrated that in case of a major 
organ transplant – like that of liver or 
heart – the factor most determining 
your survival chances is how close you 
live to a really busy road.

At the Forum, you said the deaths from 
air pollution could be decreased by 
30%. This is a lot of lives saved. What 
is the solution?

The solution is to go to the drivers 
of the pollution. There has been a big 
debate in Europe on diesel engines, 

Continued from Page 17
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but we need to talk about combustion 
engines in general. If we decarbonise 
transport, it will have a big impact on 
climate, but also on air and health.

The other driver is the energy 
system which is particularly important 
in Eastern Europe still relying on coal. 
A lot of people are still heating their 
homes or even cooking with coal or 
wood. If we go to a system based more 
on renewables, we will not only deal 
with climate, but also environment 
and health. Climate policies are 
health-prevention policies.

The third driver is agriculture. 
The key element is ammonia. It 
is a precursor for other polluting 
substances, but by itself it has nitrogen 
which impacts human health. It comes 
from the use of fertilisers and manure.

The Slovak government subsidises 
shifting of domestic heating towards 
natural gas. Is it a good technological 
solution or should we go directly to 
zero-emission renewables?

Going from coal and wood to 
natural gas in heating and cooking is 
– especially in urban environment – is 

a big step forward. It’s better for the 
climate.

But we know that in the long run 
gas is not compatible with a zero-
greenhouse-gas-emission economy 
and Europe’s ambition of becoming 
the first carbon-neutral continent. 
One has to be very careful in investing 
big in gas. New power plants, but also 
in-house technologies like boilers can 
become stranded assets in 20-30 years. 
For houses there are other solutions 
– for example induction and electric 
cooking.

Would the best solution be clean 
electricity?

Yes, that’s clear.

Some believe that one of the solutions 
for climate and air is hydrogen, 
especially in long-distance travelling 
and as an alternative to coke in 
steelmaking. What do you think about 
its perspective?

In transport, we’ve put quite a bit 
of hope in battery electric vehicle. 
But there is still a discussion between 
technology people on the best 
solution.

Although a lot of energy is needed 
to produce hydrogen, there are 
projects to use hydrogen for storing 
energy. For example, in the Antwerp 
harbour a feasibility project is looking 
at getting hydrogen from places with 
a lot of renewables, where it would be 
produced cheaply, and shipping it to 
Europe where it would be used when 
needed.

We haven’t yet explored the full 
potential of hydrogen economy. It 
might be a bigger part of the energy 
mix than we envision today.

Continued from Page 18
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