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Introduction

The construction industry is Europe’s largest industrial employer, accounting for 7.5% of total employment and 28,1% of industrial employment in the EU. It also accounted for 9,7% of GDP and 47,6% of gross fixed capital formation in 1999. The "cradle to grave" aspects linked to the creation, use and disposal of built facilities taken together constitute major environmental impacts. Construction activities consume more raw materials by weight (as much as 50%) than any other industrial sector. The built environment moreover, accounts for the largest share of greenhouse gas emissions (about 40%) in terms of energy end usage. Measured by weight, construction and demolition activities also produce Europe’s largest waste stream, (between 40% and 50%)most of which though, is recyclable. 

We are often reminded that the industrialized nations are consuming the world’s natural resources at an unsustainable rate. Nowhere is this more pronounced than in the consumption of fossil fuels. 

This implies that the construction industry – and the sustainability of its products: principally buildings – in order to become more sustainable in the long term, faces an environmental challenge that, in absolute terms is greater than that of any other industrial sector.

For too many years, nation states have been remarkably slow in recognising the scale of the difficulties involved in achieving sustainability in the built environment. Moreover, these are no longer simply national issues or even European ones; they are global in their extent.

The importance of employment in construction brings with it significant social and economic impacts. As economic activity and investment expands, construction activities create considerable employment opportunities. Moreover, the multiplier effect (Communication from the European Commission: "The Competitiviness of the Construction  Industry" COM(97)539 dated November 1997, chapter 2)  is such that one job in construction gives rise to two further jobs in the economy as a whole. Not surprisingly therefore, investment in construction is sometimes used by governments to reduce unemployment in the economy. 

The so-called "three pillars of sustainable development" are "economic", "social" and "environmental". "social" is sometimes referred to as "societal" covering a wider scope of social, cultural, ethical, juridical, etc. impacts. The integration of social and environmental protection into EU policies is now a requirement of the EU Treaty. Consequently, an "holistic" approach is called for in addressing these issues.

One of the aims of this report is to demonstrate the scale of the issues involved, beginning with an assessment of the environmental challenges the industry faces. It puts forward recommendations aimed at developing strategies to mitigate the environmental impacts of construction activities and of the built environment in Europe.

It is based on the premise that achieving these objectives will require a two pronged approach; firstly, a highly competitive construction industry, and secondly, carefully crafted environmentally focused strategies for the sector. The involvement of all stakeholders, particularly national governments, with the EU Institutions playing a significant coordinating role is crucial in striving for a real improvement in raising the level of sustainability.

From Rio to Amsterdam

The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 constituted a turning point in man’s attitude to his environment.

Already in 1987, the very broad concept for "sustainable development" that has become widely used in recent years had been defined in the Brundtland Commission report as: 

"Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs".

More particularly "sustainable development" is taken to imply:

· social progress which recognises everyone’s needs; 

· effective protection of the environment; 

· prudent use of natural resources; 

· maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and employment. 

There is a widening gap between the requirements of sustainability and the reality of European politics. In particular, the implementation of environmental policies is recognised as being insufficient, and the policies as such are therefore perceived as being ineffective. Following the Rio Summit, sustainable development has become one of the objectives of the EC-Treaty (article 2), and in view of achieving sustainability, the integration of environmental protection requirements into the definition and implementation of the Community policies and activities has become one of the basic principles of the European Community (article 6).

	 Some of the most important extracts from the EU Amsterdam Treaty: 
"The Community shall have as its task…to promote throughout the Community a harmonious, balanced and sustainable development of economic activities, …".

"Determined to promote economic and social progress for their peoples, taking into account the principle of sustainable development…".

"Environment protection requirements must be integrated into the definition and implementation of the Community policies and activities…, in particular with a view to promoting sustainable development".

"…the Commission undertakes to prepare environmental impact assessment studies when making proposals which may have significant environmental implications".

"The Commission, in its proposal…concerning health, safety, environmental protection and consumer protection, will take as a base a high level of protection, taking account in particular of any development based on scientific facts".

"A high level of human health protection should be ensured in the definition and implementation of all Community policies and activities".


From Amsterdam to Helsinki and the integration of environmental requirements into other EU policies

The Amsterdam Treaty of June 1997 has reinforced the principle of the integration of environmental requirements into other policies, recognising that it is key to promoting sustainable development (article 6 EC Treaty). Moreover it is clear that, in accordance with the subsidiarity principle, responsibility for achieving sustainable development must be shared at all levels and among all actors. Thus, the Community needs to promote and leave scope for measures at national, regional and local level. Governments as well as enterprises and citizens need to be fully involved.

Recognising that further action was necessary to maximise the benefits of the Single Market in preparation for the launch of the single currency, the Amsterdam European Council strongly endorsed the Action Plan for the Single Market. This sets out the priority actions needed to improve its functioning; it takes account of the many dimensions of Single Market policy and includes among its four Strategic Targets that of "Delivering a Single Market for the benefit of all citizens". This emphasized that in delivering greater personal freedom and wider choice to consumers, the Single Market is also required to ensure a high level of protection of health, safety and the environment. 

Subsequently, on 9th November 1999, the Industry Council adopted a report (n° 13549/1/99) on "integrating sustainable development and industrial policy". This report emphasizes the three pillars of sustainable development and addresses issues such as climate change, employment, enlargement, changing production and consumption patterns, eco-efficiency and integrated product policy. 

In particular, the report explains the objectives of sustainable industrial development which is described as only being sustainable when all three criteria of sustainable development are met:

· production is economically sound, growth-oriented and safeguards the opportunities of future generations; 

· employment is improved and other social aspects such as social security, equity, occupational health and labour market relations are taken into account; 

· pollution, waste, environmental health risks and other pressures are minimised to the level of the carrying capacity of ecological systems while using natural resources effectively and safeguarding natural capital and its productivity. 

The above-mentioned report also underlines the needs for a broadening of the range of policy instruments, development of policy and performance indicators and improved co-operation and exchange of information between relevant formations of the Council as well as with all stakeholders. The Council commits to continue its work towards the development of the integration strategy. Further work is now needed to operationalise the strategy. This should involve appropriate new actions and measures within policy areas related to business and industry, including an action plan and a timetable. It will then be necessary to establish clear policy targets on the basis of the policy performance indicators against which progress can be monitored.

The Commission in its Working Document [SEC(1999)1941] dated 24th November 1999 (From Cardiff to Helsinki and beyond - integrating environmental concerns and sustainable development into Community policies), considered that in the further development of strategies in individual areas the following general elements merit consideration:

· The development of the various strategies has been uneven and further work will be required in the coming period to develop them further including the requirement for timetables for action. 

· More focus should be put on addressing the origin of problems rather than seeking to abate the effects often with end of pipe solutions. 

· More reflection is needed on the role of long-term and intermediate-term sector-specific environmental targets taking account of the specific characteristics of the sector. Such sector-specific targets have already been used in some Member States and could also be useful at the Community level. 

· Some Member States have good experience in environmental integration both in administration and policies as well as in the development of indicators. Exchanges on best practice already take place, but much more could be done. 

Finally, the conclusions of the Helsinki Summit of 10/11th December 1999 stated that:

· The Industry Council was asked to bring all of this work concerning the integration of environmental requirements to a conclusion and to submit to the European Council in June 2001 comprehensive strategies with the possibility of including a timetable for further measures and a set of indicators for these sectors (i.e. those sectors for which European Councils exist). 

· The completion of sectoral strategies (as defined in the European Council of Ministers) should be followed by their immediate implementation. 

· Integrating environmental issues and sustainable development into the definition and implementation of policies is a central factor in fulfilling the Community’s commitments under the Kyoto Protocol. Every effort will be made so that the Hague Conference reaches coherent and credible decisions. 

An essential aspect then of this report, is to provide a "construction industry response" to the decisions taken, and demands made, at Helsinki.

Responding to the Challenge from Rio

World consumption has expanded at an unprecedented pace over the 20th century, with private and public consumption expenditures reaching USD 24 trillion in 1998, twice the level of 1975 and six times that of 1950. In 1900 real consumption expenditure was barely USD 1.75 trillion. Today’s consumption is undermining the environmental resource base as never before seen during the 20th century. (UN- Human Development Report, 1998) Construction activities account for a significant amount of this consumption.

Agenda 21 identified in particular the unsustainable patterns of consumption in industrialised countries as the major cause of the continued deterioration of the global environment. There is therefore a need to develop strategies that allow people to meet their needs without exceeding the Earth’s carrying capacity. Any successful strategy to achieve the overall objective of the environment and social sustainability will require a de-coupling of economic development from energy and resource use.

Significant initiatives in recent years accentuate this de-coupling by defining efficiency targets more specifically. In this context, the concept and strategy of eco-efficiency and the targets of factor 4 and 10 seem to offer promising contributions to achieving sustainable development.

At the Earth Summit +5, the 19th Special Session of the General Assembly (UNGASS) in June 1997 in New York, it was the first time that the concept of eco-efficiency and factor 4 and 10 targets were included in the conclusions in the UN. At UNGASS, governments stressed that in order to make consumption and production patterns more sustainable, action should be taken to promote energy and material efficiency, if possible with timetables.

The programme for the further implementation of Agenda 21, adopted at UNGASS, particularly states that "attention should be given to studies that propose to improve the efficiency of resource use, including consideration of a ten-fold improvement in resource productivity in industrialised countries in the long run and a possible factor four increase in those countries in the next two to three decades." It was also stated that "further research is required to study the feasibility of these goals and practical measures for their implementation" and that "industrialised countries will have a special responsibility and must take the lead in this respect" (UN- Conclusions from UNGASS,1997)

In common with other industrial sectors, the construction industry faces the challenge of implementing "Agenda 21" agreed at the "Earth Summit" at Rio de Janeiro in 1992. 

Whilst this challenge is not directly addressed here, this report could form the basis of the input which is expected to be presented at the "Earth Summit RIO + 10" in Johannesburg, South Africa in 2002.

Responding to the Challenge from Helsinki

The priority of the European Commission and the European Council must now be to respond to the Conclusions of the Helsinki Summit of December 1999. So far as the construction industry is concerned these conclusions may be summarised as follows:

· By June 2001(Gothenburg Summit), the various European Councils of Ministers are required to submit to the European Council under the Swedish Presidency "all the work concerning the integration of environmental requirements in the form of comprehensive strategies with the possibility of including a timetable for further measures and a set of indicators for these sectors". 

· Sectoral strategies (i.e. European Councils of Industry, Agriculture, Transport, etc) are to be completed and implemented immediately. 

· Achieving these objectives is perceived as being central to the EU’s efforts to meet its commitments under the terms of the Kyoto Protocol. 

In January 2001, the European Commission adopted the 6th Environmental Policy and Action Programme which reflects renewed pressure (article 2.5.) from various Commission Directorates General and non-governmental organisations to adequately take into account the whole question of the quality of the built environment. Moreover, a paper containing a clear statement on the importance of this issue was presented at the Council of Environment Ministers under the Portuguese Presidency in April 2000.

Other relevant points are: 

· broaden the range of policy instruments 

· improve cooperation and information exchange between stakeholders 

· develop action plans with timetables 

· establish clear policy targets on the basis of policy performance indicators 

· address the origins of problems rather than seeking to abate them with "end of pipe" solutions 

· improve identification and exchange of best practices. 
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