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INTRO:  

So our next speaker is oral Aurel Ciobanu-Dordea. from the European Commission. He is director 

of for implementation governance and semester in the European Commission's director general 

for environment and before joining DG environment in 2014, he was director for equality in 

charge of the fight against discrimination in DG justice between 2011 and 2014. He joined the 

commission in 2009 as director for fundamental rights and EU citizenship in the EU justice, 

freedom and security, which later became DG justice. And he's going to address us today on EU 

Environment Policy post COVID-19. Over to you Aurel. 

Aurel Ciobanu-Dordea:  

Yes, good morning, everyone. And thanks a lot for the invitation to join you for this already well 

known conference which is organized every year by important Irish partners. And it's an honour 

and a pleasure. Of course, I can only regret that this does not take place in person. But there is 

always there is always a pleasure to discover something even in a virtual environment. It was an 

opportunity to discover a new software for video conferencing, which is big market, so always an 

opportunity to learn something new. And I hope the stakeholders the participants in the 

conference will not be disappointed and will hear some new things from me as well.  

However, to the difference of the Minister, I will refer only to environmental issues and initiatives. 

I'm coming as you have indicated already from the Commission's department in charge of 

environment, and I don't dare to elaborate too much on climate policy, which is a highly complex 

and important sector. Of course, my colleagues are better than me, my colleagues from the 

department in charge of climate policies are more competent than me to elaborate on this, but I 

would tend to say that a good number of major initiatives in the area of climate action have been 

already brought to the fore by the European Commission last year in 2021. While we have only 

started to deliver a part of the environmental agenda towards the end of last year, and 2022, and 

2023, will be more important years for the bringing to the table of the member states and of the 

European Parliament of a number of environmental policy initiatives.  

I would like to briefly refer to them in the following moments and I will focus notably on circular 

economy, on biodiversity on zero pollution. I will not elaborate on international issues also 

because this is a very fine agenda, which I must say I'm not dealing with and I am not mastering 

very well. And it's also an agenda where the Co-leadership of the member states is very important. 

So but I would like at the end also to say a few words about how we see the situation in Ireland 

and environmental protection in Ireland from the perspective of the European Commission. And 

I will build on a number of elements and conclusions that I had the opportunity in November last 

https://friendsoftheirishenvironment.org/images/EULaw/Aurel%20Ciobanu-Dordea_Audio_ENVIRE2021.mp3


FIE Briefing Papers: automated transcript from the audio 

year to draw together with colleagues from the Irish administration from the Irish government, 

with whom we have met after a couple of years maybe in a structured dialogue, where we have 

looked extensively at the challenges and I would like to insist on a number of critical issues, 

because I have understood from the minister that 2022 will be the year of action. So what better 

than to suggest a number of few issues for action in 2022 - reflection maybe and also action in 

2022. I would like to before going into what to expect from the Commission in terms of circular 

economy. I would like to say the following: that still the European Green Deal will remain as a 

political compass one of the major political compasses for the European Commission.  

And I would say also for the European Union in this year, and in the following years, the 

communication which has laid down European Green Deal was adopted as a political message by 

the current college when it came into power when he took office at the end of 2019. And some 

of you, if not all of you, at least some of you have noticed that in spite of the crisis, which has 

been induced by the pandemics, and in spite of the negative impact of the economic crisis, which 

has ensued the pandemic, the commission has kept saying that we need to pay attention not only 

to the digital transition and to the recovery in general, but also need to continue to pay attention 

to the green transition.  

And actually, we have used the instrument of the recovery and resilience fund as a vehicle also to 

accentuate and support the preparation of the EU as a whole and of the European societies and 

economies for to build back better after the economic crisis, but in a way which is more 

sustainable, and more resilient for the future.  

So the European Green Deal will remain the compass for our action also, because we address a 

number of key challenges of not only of Europe, not only of Ireland, not only of individual member 

states, but also a global crisis, which are the climate crisis, the biodiversity crisis, and I would say 

also the challenges of the pollution and the imperative of scaling back pollution. We will do this 

with the belief that this focus on the green transition will also contribute to something which the 

pandemics and the ensuing economic crisis have revealed as key for the European Union, the 

need for more strategic autonomy. And more and more member states more and more political 

leaders wake up to this reality.  

And we need to build this strategic autonomy and I would say that the green transition can 

contribute to this strategic autonomy increased strategic autonomy, if we think even about 

circular economy and about circularity in general, which should make Europe more able to do 

more out of the same resources and to recycle more and to rely more on its own innovation.  

Of course, we will keep this political compass the focus on the European Green Deal by also 

bearing in mind the challenges that this will represent and the green transition can bring to some 

segments of our societies and not everybody is equipped in the same way economically and 

socially to face the green transition. This is why we have developed a just transition fund, there is 

also a social fine to accompany the climate transition, but we will need to embed even more this 

awareness about the social pressures in the legislative proposals that we will bring to the fore in 

2022 and in the following years, and we will try and I will explain with some examples.  

We will try to put forward legislative proposals that not only move forward the ambition in respect 

of certain goals targets, directions of action, but that can bring forward simplification - 
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simplification, which is felt by the citizens - simplification which can be felt by the economic 

operators and by the public administrations.  

But let me now move forward to the particular to the cluster of the circular economy. And I would 

like to refer to the circular economy action plan which has been already adopted by the European 

Commission and welcomed by the Council which puts emphasis on the need to reduce our 

consumption footprint and double the circular material use rate in the space of 10 years. We want 

to prevent waste from happening in the first place and make sustainable products, services and 

business models the norm, not the exception. This will allow us to create new markets, new jobs 

and contain volatile and increasing raw materials prices. Manufacturing companies spend 40% of 

the cost on raw materials compared to 20% of labour costs.  

So we need to take into account this as we need to take into account the fact that with the 

innovation capacity and the delivery capacity of Europe, we can develop and consolidate the first 

mover advantage. Therefore, increasing resource efficiency through circular systems will increase 

the competitiveness of the European - or at least it is expected to increase the competitiveness 

of the European economic actors. In particular, SMEs are the ones who will benefit the most for 

from it, as they have a significant potential for investments and improvements.  

So what we expect in 2022, from the Commission, I would say a number of initiatives which could 

be grouped in four areas. The first area would be about sustainable products. And you can expect 

somewhere in the spring, probably in the month of March, proposal for a sustainable products 

framework, and green claims initiatives that would be adopted by the college and also an initiative 

on sustainable textiles on which the work is very advanced, advanced and which is intimately 

connected to the interest gestural strategy, which has been developed by the Commission in the 

past.  

Another area for action and where you could expect some initiatives from the European 

Commission coming would be let me use this expression, the area of old waste legislation or 

classical waste legislation, I don't want to use maybe it's not good to use the word old, you can 

expect a revision of the packaging and packaging waste directive.  

And also later in the year, the revision, a legislative proposal for the revision of the end of life 

vehicles directive, which might be even twinned with a revision of the directive on the type of 

approval of motor vehicles because we try to simplify things as I have indicated, and try to 

integrate as much as possible these different pieces of product legislation which refer to the same 

items - to the cars - and to look into the same instrument both at the authorization and marketing 

approval for the cars and at the environmental dimension of the cars and the after life, the end 

of life, fate of the cars. 

A third area where you can expect initiatives from the side of the commission will be the area of 

plastics. And we will probably in the second quarter of the year come forward with the 

communication establishing the new framework for bio based, biodegradable and bio 

compostable plastics. And we will bring later in the year also two initiatives on microplastics. First 

of all, proposals for measures to restrict the unintended release of microplastics into the 

environment and a proposal on which we are working together hand in hand with our colleagues 

dealing with single market - a proposal on restrictions of microplastics intentionally added in 

product. 
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And last but not least, you can expect initiatives from the Commission in the area of chemicals. 

Some of them have a strong simplification potential. I refer to a proposal for the revision of the 

Restriction of Hazardous substances. Some suggestions for the reallocation of work on chemicals 

between different EU agencies building block of the’ one substance one assessment commitment’ 

and finally, legislative proposal concerning the classification, labelling and packaging of 

substances.  

But of course, the front of circular economy is only one of the three fronts or three clusters I refer 

to at the beginning of my intervention. Biodiversity, which was mentioned also by the Irish 

minister is also an important area we have here we are looking here at the priority which is 

intimately linked to the fight against climate change. Action to protect and restore biodiversity is 

action, which is effective in the fight against climate change. They are, I want to say with this many 

reasons for protecting nature, reasons which go beyond the importance of the immediate 

importance of nature itself. Healthy ecosystems act as natural carbon sinks, they help stabilize 

the climate, they clean the air and the water. And of course, if we don't leave nature, enough 

space, we increase the risk of zoonotic diseases.  

The EU biodiversity strategy already adopted by the Commission and endorsed by the council is 

an attempt to do something that makes a difference more than it has been the case in the past, 

in the area of biodiversity protection. It features actions on all the main pressures from habitat 

loss and degradation to pollution and over exploitation and to the spread of invasive species. And 

you can expect in 2022 proposal for legally binding targets for nature restoration with a special 

focus on ecosystems with a high potential to capture and store carbon and to reduce the impact 

of natural disasters.  

Also, later in the year in the same area, we will bring forward a proposal for the revision of the 

Wildlife Action Plan, an important deliverable under the biodiversity strategy. It's a non-legislative 

initiative, but I hope that nevertheless, its catalytic effect. For the action together of the of all the 

member states will be unaffected by the fact that it's not a legislative proposal. And we will bring 

later in the year we will bring forward also a proposal on pollinators. 

 Now, let me refer to the third front of action that I have mentioned at the beginning - intervention 

action to reduce pollution. 

The urgency of this action is clear. One in eight deaths in the European Union is linked to 
environmental pollution. It is terrible. And we know that pollution often affects the most 
vulnerable people, children, elderly people, those with pre-existing medical conditions, and 
people living in poorer, more polluted urban and rural areas. So they are important reasons to be 
decisive in fighting pollution. The ‘Zero Pollution Action Plan adopted last year was a major step 
forward to setting up a holistic framework for the protection of our environment from pollution. 
The scope of this action plan includes initiatives on prevention and reduction of pollution to 
waters and soil and the prevention and reduction of air and noise, pollution.  
 
And against the backdrop of this Action Plan and meant to deliver this Action Plan and the 
commitments it embodies. We will bring forward this year legislative proposals which will concern 
the industrial emissions directive or revision of the industrial emissions directive and also 
legislative proposal amending the regulation on the European pollutants register, which will be 
probably accompanied by a communication putting this in a wider perspective in a very ambitious 
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way. Also, this year, we will bring forward legislative proposal to revise and simplify the urban 
wastewater treatment directive.  
 
And in the second half of the year, we will propose a revised list of water pollutants, which I think 
will be very interesting also for Ireland, and revision of the air quality legislation, which is also a 
very ambitious endeavour.  
 
So, this is a little bit in a nutshell, what we will bring forward and sorry for having forgotten to 
move in a similar way in my PowerPoint presentation, but let me replace what I have initially 
planned as the last cluster of my intervention, to say something about economic and financial 
instruments with reference to non-legislative action, because not everything is limited to the 
legislative proposals coming from the European Commission. Important action will be linked this 
year to what we do in terms of implementation.  
 
And I would like to point to three main issues. First of all, I mean, it's not exactly implementation 
only it has also a standard-setting roll, but I would like to draw your attention to what is going on 
in the area of taxonomy. And of course, this can be very polemic. And you have probably read a 
lot in the media about the controversies around Nieminen proposal from the European 
Commission, a tax has actually been circulated to all the member states a proposal for that 
taxonomy on gas and nuclear. We need to have a debate about this, these are important energy 
sources, and we need to have also common denominator with the Member States and European 
institutions. But there is more on taxonomy to be brought forward. And we will try to do this 
before the end of the year in different areas, which are relevant for environmental protection.  
 
Second area, which deserves attention, and which is not about standard setting this time is the 
implementation of the Recovery and Resilience Fund. Through the size of this instrument, and 
through the size of its ambition, it is crucial that this instrument succeeds, and it can succeed only 
if the member states are successful in using the financial resources which these instruments 
makes available to them in order  to relaunch their economies, to build back better by following 
or paying attention to the green and digital transitions. And we will work very hard this year hand 
in hand with the member states. Because delivery has started already  in order to make this a 
success, not only to spend the money but this will be important, because spending the money has 
an ignition dimension for the economic development of the member states, but to spend the 
money smartly and by making the difference by respecting the political priorities which have been 
declared by the member states.  
 
And the third area. Sorry for making an abrupt transition maybe to a different point. The third 
area of importance would be the area of compliance and of course there will be many actions 
from the European Commission on compliance. We are famous for the size of our enforcement 
portfolio. Our British friends in the past have been also exposed to the burning sun of commission 
infringement as well. Ireland knows this very well and all the member states know this so but I 
will not make here to the force by presenting you all the priorities but I will point to one specific 
related to the implementation and actual domestic actually domestic enforcement by the 
different authorities in each member state of the Water Framework Directive.  
 
We have launched a pilot investigation last year and we want to continue with it. We have 
discussed with the water directors in November last year I have been there to present a number 
of initial findings on behalf of the European Commission. And we will move in certain cases for 
certain obligations to the stage of infringement because we want to make sure that all the 
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domestic authorities, which are relevant for water use so this means also the agricultural 
authorities, not only the environmental authorities are on board, and that coherent and strong 
actions are applied in order to attain the targets of the Water Framework Directive. 
 
And we don't have a particular ambition, but we have to demonstrate that the Water Framework 
Directive is not a paper tiger, as many have described it. But there are strong elements and strong 
obligations in it. We don't have the ambition to make it bite necessarily, but we need to see a 
heat delivering its objectives. And we can obtain its objectives only if we together in the member 
states and in the commission work for this purpose.  
 
And now let me and I really apologize for taking more time. But let me be a little bit more 
telegraphic. I will try in five minutes, also to bring to the attention of the colleagues and friends 
who participate in this conference. And I hope they are friends also from the Irish authorities, who 
participate in this conference to bring to your attention also a number of elements which we see 
as important and as quite challenging in an Irish context. I would like to share with you elements 
which are not confidential and which we have discussed with the Irish authorities in the structured 
dialogue we had at the end of last year.  
 
And I would refer to four areas water, nature and biodiversity, environmental impact, 
assessments and governance issues and in particular access to justice. For the water sector, we 
see there is still significant work to do by the Irish authorities, about 50% of Ireland's urban waste 
waters are still not collected and treated in compliance with the Urban wastewater treatment 
directive, which is nevertheless quite an old instrument. Leakage rates are one of the highest in 
Europe, drinking water supplies are still facing noncompliance in parts of the country. And this 
has repercussions on the consumers.  
 
The Water Framework Directive is also still not fully transposed or implemented, with more recent 
trends in water quality showing that pressures have increased in particular from agricultural 
sources. So I hope very much that the competent Irish authorities will continue to reflect on this 
and act in 2022 more decisively than in the past in this area.  
 
Serious challenges exist also in the nature and biodiversity sector. We have welcomed the fact 
that the terrestrial designation of birds special protection areas is now finally completed. But we 
have noted that there is significant work to be done to protect terrestrial birds species in practice, 
most in SPAs in special protection areas, and in the wider countryside. Many species are in serious 
decline, and there is even a serious risk of extinction of certain breeding species. Urgent action is 
therefore needed to address concerns about some of these breeding species and farmland birds 
in particular.  
 
There is also an urgent need to make tangible progress to finalize the work on the identification 
and designation of marine sites to reflect the huge wealth of marine biodiversity that Ireland has 
within its waters. With less than 2.5% - 2.5% - of the marine waters protected this represents one 
of the poorest records across the Natura 2000 network in Europe. Action is also needed to address 
declines in terrestrial sites under the Habitats Directive. Islands own habitats report the latest one 
shows that only 15% of habitats are in favorable condition and over half are suffering from 
ongoing decline.  
 
I would like to refer also to the peat bogs, which are just one example of this, but an important 
one given the long running case. Now, referring to the impact assessments and the Environmental 
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impact Assessment directive, I would like to signal that there is significant work to be done. Ireland 
is the only member states that has still not fully transposed this directive, which has been 
thoroughly revised in 2014. Furthermore, despite peat extraction and afforestation being key 
economic activities in Ireland, no EIA has been carried out for any projects in these categories 
today, or maybe because particularly, they are very important economic activities. Both are 
however, regularly the subject matter of complaints to the commission and cited as negative 
pressures on biodiversity in your in Ireland's own Article 17 reports on conservation status of 
habitats and species and water quality in your River Basin Management plans.  
 
And allow me also to refer to the challenges in the governance sector and in particular in relation 
to public participation and access to justice by saying that Ireland continues to be the most 
expensive member state in which to make an environmental claim before the courts. The case 
law of the national courts has meandered through different interpretations of the courts rules 
and has left many environmental litigants unable to predict with any certainty the costs exposure. 
Many have accumulated significant costs simply litigating the question of cost clarity itself. This 
needs to be addressed. And we are not saying this for the first time. We are not drawing the 
attention of the Irish authorites to this for the first time. It has important consequences. And the 
commission will act on this. 
 
Of particular concern to us is the increasingly aggressive stance being taken against environmental 
campaigners in Ireland. There is evidence not only of use SLAPP suits but also aggressive and 
negative reporting in the mainstream media and even from politicians like threatening to cut off 
funding to certain NGOs, or negative reporting of actions by Friends of the Irish Environment. This 
is disappointing and even worrying. The rule of law especially where the protection of the 
environment is concerned is one of the biggest proprieties for this Commission. And we believe 
that radical change of behaviour is necessary in this area because it is highly unusual for a 
advanced society like Ireland to witness such conduct which can be witnessed in more polemic 
places in the European Union. It was a surprise for us to hear this happened in Ireland.  
 
So thanks a lot for your patience in listening to all this I hope it was not boring even if it was longer 
than planned. 
 
ENDS 
 


