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The European environment ð state and outlook 2015 report (SOER 2015)

provides a comprehensive assessment of the European environmentôsstate,

trends and prospects, and places it in a global context. It will inform

European environmental policy implementation between 2015 and 2020, and

analyses the opportunities to modify existing policies in order to achieve the

European Unionôs2050 vision of living well within the limits of the planet.
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The European Environment Agency

The European Environment Agency (EEA) is an agency of the European Union. 

The EEA aims to support sustainable development and to help achieve significant 

and measurable improvement in Europe's environment, through the provision of 

timely, targeted, relevant and reliable information to policymaking agents and the 

public.

For more information, visit: eea.europa.eu
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SOER 2015

Introduction to SOER 2015

The EEA is mandated in its governing regulation to publish a State of the Environment 

Report (SOER) every five years, to assess the European environmentôs state, trends 

and prospects. 

Å The suite of SOER 2015 products ï2 reports and 87 briefings ïprovide a baseline 

to assess where Europe is making progress against the 7th EAP objectives.

Å The SOER 2015 synthesis report signals opportunities to recalibrate policies and 

knowledge in line with the 2050 vision. 

SOER 2015 Synthesis report

SOER 2015 Assessment of global megatrends

11 briefings

Global

megatrends

25 briefings

European

briefings

9 briefings

Cross-country

comparisons

39+3 briefings

Countries and

regions
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What is SOER based on?

Introduction to SOER 2015

Å Based on objective, reliable and comparable environmental information, and 

draws upon the evidence and knowledge base available to the EEA and the 

European environment information and observation network (Eionet), 

a network of 39 European countries.

Å Provides a comprehensive, integrated assessment of the European 

environment's state, trends and prospects in a global context. 

Å Informs European environmental policy implementation 

between 2015 and 2020.

Å Analyses the opportunities to modify existing policies (and the knowledge used 

to inform those policies) in order to achieve the European Union's 2050 vision 

of living well within the limits of the planet.
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How is SOER created?

Introduction to SOER 2015

2010 2011 - Reflecting 2012 - Planning 2013 - Preparing 2014 - Producing 2015

Input from a broad range of stakeholders, including:

Å 33 member countries and six cooperating countries in the EEAôs European 

environment information and observation network (Eionet)

Å Commission Services

Å International organisations involved in peer review

Å A cross-sectoral stakeholder group for the SOER 2015 Synthesis report
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SOER has a long history at the EEA

Introduction to SOER 2015

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

- report (151 pp) + summary

SOER 1995 - addresses 5 EAP targets

- focus on sectoral integration

- big report (446 pp) + summary

SOER 1999 - addresses environmental trends

- focus on DPSIR, link between issues

- bigger report (569 pp, Parts A, B & C)

SOER 2005 - addresses air, water, land

- focus on DPSIR, core set of indicators

- several reports (Parts A, B, C + Synthesis)

SOER 2010 - addresses 6EAP priority areas

- focus on systemic challenges
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The policy context has evolved over that time

Introduction to SOER 2015

Source: EEA Multiannual Work Programme 2014ï2018
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Goals of the 7th Environment Action Programme

Introduction to SOER 2015

óIn 2050, we live well, within the planet's ecological limits. Our prosperity and 

healthy environment stem from an innovative, circular economy where nothing is 

wasted and where natural resources are managed sustainably, and biodiversity is 

protected, valued and restored in ways that enhance our society's resilience. Our low-

carbon growth has long been decoupled from resource use, setting the pace for a 

global safe and sustainable society.ô

Source: 7th EU Environment Action Programme
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Composition of SOER 2015

Introduction to SOER 2015

Synthesis report 

Å Focus: A synthesis across different SOER 2015 parts to 

provide a strategic and integrated assessment. It is 

multidisciplinary, spans thematic issues and geographic 

scales and aims to support decision-making.  

Å Based on: relevant EEA data, indicators and 

assessments complemented with other sources; and 

dedicated stakeholder workshops. 

Å Format: Published as a printed report and online with 

links to underlying data, indicators and references. 
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Composition of SOER 2015

Introduction to SOER 2015

Assessment of global megatrends 

Å Focus: An updated assessment of global megatrends 

(GMT), focusing on the same issues presented in SOER 

2010.

Å Based on: Non-environmental GMTs primarily based on 

non-EEA sources and environmental GMTs [primarily] 

based both on thematic EEA information and non-EEA 

sources (non-European).

Å Format: Published as a printed SOER 2015 assessment 

of global megatrends report and 11 online briefings with 

links to underlying data, indicators and references. 
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Composition of SOER 2015

Introduction to SOER 2015

European briefings

Å Focus: A series of 25 briefings that summarise state and 

trends in key environmental themes, and guide through 

the EEA knowledge base.

Å Based on: EEA data, indicators and assessments 

complemented by other relevant European sources. 

Å Format: Published as online briefings with links to 

underlying data, indicators and references. 
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Composition of SOER 2015

Introduction to SOER 2015

Cross-country comparisons

Å Focus: Indicator-based cross-country comparisons for 9 

themes, with links to national level indicators and 

interpretation.

Å Based on: EEA and Eurostat indicators.

Å Format: Published as online briefings with links to 

underlying data, indicators and references. 
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Composition of SOER 2015

Introduction to SOER 2015

Countries and regions

Å Focus: Summaries of national state of environment 

reports for each of the 39 countries involved in Eionet; 

plus 3 regional briefings drafted by EEA.

Å Based on: National state of environment reports and 

national datasets and indicators.

Å Format: Published as online briefings with links to 

underlying data, indicators and references; and SERIS 

(State of Environment Reporting Information System). 



Synthesis

report

Terrestrial and freshwater

biodiversity

Land use and 

soil functions

Ecological status of 

freshwater bodies

Water quality and 

nutrient loading

Air pollution and its 

ecosystem impacts

Marine and coastal 

biodiversity

Climate change impacts 

on ecosystems

Material resource efficiency 

and material use

Waste 

management

Greenhouse gas emissions and climate 

change mitigation

Energy consumption and 

fossil fuel use

Transport demand and related 

environmental impacts

Industrial pollution to air, soil 

and water

Water use and water 

quantity stress

Water pollution and related environmental 

health risks

Air pollution and related environmental 

health risks

Noise pollution (especially 

in urban areas)

Urban systems and 

grey infrastructure

Climate change and related environmental 

health risks

Chemicals and related environmental 

health risks

Protecting, conserving and enhancing 

natural capital

Resource efficiency and 

the low-carbon economy
Safeguarding from environmental 

risks to health

01
BACK TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

Integrated assessment of environmental trends

Part 1 -Setting the scene: The context for European environmental policy, and the global megatrends that directly and indirectly affect Europeôs environment.

Part 2 -Assessing European trends: The trends and outlook for 20 environmental issues grouped under the 3 priority objectives of the 7th Environment Action Programme.

Part 3 -Looking ahead: The overall picture of the European environmentôs state and outlook, and opportunities to support the transition to a more sustainable society.
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Key messages

Å Implementation of environment and climate policies has delivered substantial 

benefits for the functioning of Europeôs ecosystems and for the health and 

living standards of its citizens.

Å Environmental policies are also creating economic opportunities and thereby 

contributing to the Europe 2020 Strategy, aimed at making the EU into a 

smart, sustainable and inclusive economy by 2020.

Å However, there is a disparity between the many positive short terms trends 

and the less encouraging, long term outlooks for Europeôs environment.

Overall 

summary table
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Key messages

Å Environmental drivers, trends and impacts are increasingly globalised: 

a variety of long-term megatrends today affect Europeôs environment, 

consumption patterns and living standards. 

Å Policies are working. However, the level of ambition of existing environmental 

policy may be inadequate to achieve Europeôs long-term environmental goals. 

Å Recalibrating existing policy approaches can make an essential contribution to 

such transitions along four key approaches: mitigating; adapting; avoiding and 

restoring.

Å Neither environmental policies alone nor economic and technology-driven 

efficiency gains will be sufficient to achieve the 2050 vision.

Overall 

summary table
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Key messages

Å Living well within ecological limits requires fundamental transitions in the 

systems of production and consumption that are the root cause of 

environmental and climate pressures. 

Å Achieving this commitment can put Europe at the frontier of science and 

technology but calls for a greater sense of urgency and more courageous 

actions.

Å Such transitions require profound changes in dominant institutions, practices, 

technologies, policies, lifestyles and thinking.

Overall 

summary table
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Setting the scene

Å In 2015, Europe stands roughly halfway between the initiation of EU 

environmental policy in the early 1970s and the EU's 7th Environment Action 

Programme 2050 vision of living well within the limits of the planet.

Å Looking back on the last 40 years, the implementation of environment and 

climate policies has delivered substantial benefits in terms of improvements in 

environmental, health and living standards of citizens; jobs and growth; and 

creation of innovation opportunities. Further implementation efforts by 

countries can increase these positive trends.

Å In line with the 2050 vision, young children today would live half their lives in a 

low-carbon society, based on a circular economy and resilient ecosystems. 

Achieving this vision can be realised through more ambitious, integrated 

approaches to environmental and other policies. 

Overall 

summary table
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Setting the scene ïevolution of 

environmental challenges

Overall 

summary table
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Characterisation Specific Diffuse Systemic

Key features

Linear cause-effect;

large (point) sources;

often local

Cumulative causes;

multiple sources;

often regional

Systemic causes;

interlinked sources;

often global

In the spotlight in

1970s/1980s

(and continuing

today)

1980s/1990s

(and continuing

today)

1990s/2000s

(and continuing

today)

Includes issues such as

Forest damage due

to acid rain; urban

wastewater

Transport emissions;

eutrophication

Climate change;

biodiversity loss

Dominant policy 

response

Targeted policies

and single-issue

instruments

Policy integration

and raising public

awareness

Coherent policy

packages and other

systemic approaches
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Assessing European trends

Å The Synthesis report presents summary assessments of the past trends and 

outlook for 20 environmental issues relevant to the 3 thematic priority 

objectives of the 7th EAP. 

Å When these summary assessments are viewed collectively, two key patterns 

emerge:

ï Policies have had a clearer impact in terms of improving resource 

efficiency than in ensuring resilience of natural and social systems; and

ï In several instances the long-term outlook is less positive than recent 

trends might imply.

Overall 

summary table
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Protecting, conserving and enhancing 

natural capital - introduction

Å The state and prospects of natural capital provide an indication of the 

environmental sustainability of our economy and society.

Å Most of the pressures on Europeôs natural capital are fundamentally based in 

the socio-economic systems of production and consumption that provide for 

our material well-being. 

Å Economic and demographic projections suggest these pressures are likely to 

grow. 

Overall 

summary table

Summary table 

1/3
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Protecting, conserving and enhancing 

natural capital ïkey trends

Å A reduction in pollution achieved through EU policies has significantly 

improved the quality of Europe's air and water.

Å At the same time, biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation threatens the 

flows of ecological goods and services that underpin Europe's economic 

output and well-being. 

ï 60% of protected species assessments and 77% of habitat assessments 

recorded an unfavourable conservation status.

ï Europe is not on track to meet its overall target of halting biodiversity loss 

by 2020, even though some more specific targets are being met.

Å Looking ahead, there is a more mixed picture regarding air and water pollution, 

climate change impacts are projected to intensify and the underlying drivers of 

biodiversity loss are expected to persist.

Overall 

summary table

Summary table 

1/3
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Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

5ï10 year trends
Progress to 

policy targets

Terrestrial and freshwater biodiversity Ã

Land use and soil functions No target

Ecological status of freshwater bodies W

Water quality and nutrient loading Ã

Air pollution and its ecosystem impacts Ã

Marine and coastal biodiversity W

Climate change impacts on ecosystems No target

Overall

summary table

Summary table 

2/3

Summary table 

3/3

Improving trends dominate

Trends show mixed picture

Deteriorating trends dominate

Largely on track 

Partially on track

Largely not on track

Ã

W

X

20+ years  outlook
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Biodiversity decline and ecosystem degradation reduce resilience

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Terrestrial and freshwater biodiversity

5-10 year trends:

High proportion of protected species and habitats in unfavourable conditions.

20+ year outlook:

Underlying drivers of biodiversity loss are not changing favourably.

Full implementation of policy is needed to deliver improvements. 

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

Not on track to halting overall biodiversity loss (Biodiversity Strategy),

but some more specific targets are being met.

Biodiversity Agriculture Forests
Overall

summary table

Summary table 

1/3
Agriculture Biodiversity
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Land-use change and intensification threaten soil ecosystem services and drive biodiversity loss

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Land use and soil functions

5-10 year trends:

Loss of soil functions due to (urban) land take and land degradation (e.g. as a 

consequence of soil erosion or land intensification) is continuing; nearly a third 

of Europeôs landscape is highly fragmented.

20+ year outlook:

Land use and management, and their associated environmental and socio-

economic drivers, are not expected to change favourably. 

No target

Progress to policy targets:

The only non-binding explicit objective is to arrive at óno net land take by 2050ô, 

and to restore at least 15 % of degraded ecosystems by 2020.

Land systems
Overall

summary table

Summary table 

1/3
Agriculture Soil Agriculture
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Europe is far from meeting water policy objectives and having healthy aquatic ecosystems

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Ecological status of freshwater bodies

5-10 year trends:

Mixed progress; more than half of rivers and lakes are in less than good 

ecological status.

20+ year outlook:

Continuous progress is expected as implementation of the Water Framework 

Directive continues.

W
Progress to policy targets:

Only half of surface water bodies meet the 2015 target to achieve good status.

Hydrological 

systems

Freshwater 

quality

Overall

summary table

Summary table 

1/3

Freshwater 

quality
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Water quality has improved but the nutrient load of water bodies remains a problem

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Water quality and nutrient loading

5-10 year trends:

Water quality has improved, although concentrations of nutrients in many places 

are still high and affect the status of waters.

20+ year outlook:

In regions with intensive agriculture production, diffuse nitrogen pollution will still 

be high, resulting in continued eutrophication problems.

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

Although the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive and the Nitrates Directive 

continue to deliver pollution control, diffuse nitrogen pollution remains 

problematic.

Overall

summary table

Summary table 

1/3

Hydrological 

systems

Freshwater 

quality

Freshwater 

quality
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Despite cuts in air emissions, ecosystems still suffer from eutrophication, acidification and ozone

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Air pollution and its ecosystem impacts

5-10 year trends:

Lower emissions of air pollutants have contributed to fewer exceedances of 

acidification and eutrophication limits.

20+ year outlook:

Long-term problems from eutrophication are forecast to persist in some areas, 

although adverse impacts caused by acidification will be greatly improved.

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

There has been mixed progress in meeting the EUôs 2010 interim environmental 

objectives for eutrophication and acidification.

Air pollution
Overall

summary table

Summary table 

1/3
Air pollution
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Marine and coastal biodiversity is declining, jeopardising increasingly needed ecosystem services

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Marine and coastal biodiversity

5-10 year trends:

A low number of species are in favourable conservation status or good 

environmental status.

20+ year outlook:

Pressures and effects of climate change on marine ecosystems are set to 

continue. Full implementation of policies is needed to deliver improvements.

W

Progress to policy targets:

Target to reach good environmental status by 2020 (rf. Marine Strategy 

Framework Directive) remains a significant challenge.

Marine 

environment

Overall

summary table

Summary table 

1/3
Maritime 

activities



COUNTRY 

COMPARISONS

GLOBAL

MEGATRENDS

EUROPEAN

BRIEFINGS

COUNTRIES  & 

REGIONS

SYNTHESIS

REPORT

Related content

SOER2015 / Synthesis /

The impacts of climate change on ecosystems and society call for adaptation measures

Assessing European trends: Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural capital

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Climate change impacts on ecosystems

5-10 year trends:

Seasonal cycles and distribution of many species have changed due to 

temperature increase, warming oceans, and the shrinking of the cryosphere.

20+ year outlook:

Increasingly severe climate change and impacts on species and ecosystems 

are projected.

No target

Progress to policy targets:

The EU 2013 Strategy and national strategies on climate change adaptation are 

being implemented, and mainstreaming of climate change adaptation in policies 

addressing biodiversity and ecosystems takes place to some extent.

Biodiversity
Climate change 

impacts

Freshwater 

quality 

Overall

summary table

Summary table 

1/3

Marine 

environment

Biodiversity
Freshwater 

quality
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Protecting, conserving and enhancing natural 

capital ïunderstanding systemic challenges

Å A variety of factors explain the uneven progress towards ensuring long-term 

ecosystem resilience:

ï The complexity of environmental systems can cause a considerable time 

lag between reduced pressures and changes in environmental impacts 

and status.

ï Pressures on ecosystems, notably resource use and land degradation, 

remain substantial despite recent reductions.

ï External pressures (including global megatrends) can counteract the 

effects of specific policy measures and local management efforts. 

Exported environmental impacts can return to Europe in the form of global 

and regional environmental problems such as air pollution, biodiversity 

loss and climate change.

Overall 

summary table

Summary table 

1/3
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Protecting, conserving and enhancing 

natural capital ïresponses

Å Management of natural capital requires integrated and adaptive approaches.

Å Ecosystem based management is a critical part of this integrated approach 

and is being implemented in the aquatic environment and within green 

infrastructure development to manage human activities. 

Å Integrated management approaches provide an opportunity to correct the 

prioritisation of manufactured capital over human, social and natural capital.

Å Improving resource efficiency can ease the pressure on natural capital and 

enhancing ecosystem resilience will deliver benefits for human health and well-

being. 

Overall 

summary table

Summary table 

1/3

©
 A

le
x
 D

u
m

it
re

s
c
u
, 
E

n
v
ir
o
n
m

e
n
t 
&

 M
e
 /

E
E

A
 



Related content

COUNTRY 

COMPARISONS

GLOBAL

MEGATRENDS

EUROPEAN

BRIEFINGS

COUNTRIES  & 

REGIONS

SYNTHESIS

REPORT

SOER2015 / Synthesis / Summary assessment of environmental trends 

Resource efficiency and the low-carbon 

economy ïintroduction

Å The prevailing model of economic development ïbased on steadily growing 

resource use and harmful emissions ïcannot be sustained in the long term.

Å Increasing resource efficiency is essential to sustain socio-economic progress 

in a world of finite resources and ecosystem capacity.

Å However, it is not sufficient on its own as it does not guarantee a reduction in 

environmental pressures in absolute terms. 
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Resource efficiency and the low-carbon 

economy ïkey trends

Å Short-term trends are encouraging and European greenhouse gas emissions 

have decreased by 19% since 1990 despite a 45% increase in economic 

output. 

Å Other environmental pressures have also decoupled in absolute terms from 

economic growth.

ï Fossil fuel use has declined, as have emissions of some pollutants from 

transport and industry.

ï More recently the EUôs total resource use has declined, less waste is 

being generated and recycling rates have improved in nearly every 

country.
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Resource efficiency and the low-carbon 

economy ïkey trends

Å Looking ahead there is a less positive picture.

Å Environmental policies are working but as the 2008 financial crisis and 

subsequent economic recessions also contributed to the reduction of some 

pressures, it remains to be seen whether all improvements will be sustained.

Å The level of ambition of environmental policies currently in place to reduce 

environmental pressures may not enable Europe to achieve long-term 

environmental goals, such as the 2050 target of reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions by 80ï95%.
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Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

5ï10 year trends
Progress to 

policy targets

Material resource efficiency and material use No target

Waste management Ã

Greenhouse gas emissions and climate change mitigation X / W

Energy consumption and fossil fuel use X

Transport demand and related environmental impacts Ã

Industrial pollution to air, soil and water Ã

Water use and water quantity stress W

Overall

summary table

Summary table 
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Summary table 
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Improving trends dominate

Trends show mixed picture

Deteriorating trends dominate

Largely on track 

Partially on track

Largely not on track

Ã
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Despite more efficient material use, European consumption remains very resource intensive

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Material resource efficiency and material use

5-10 year trends:

There has been some absolute decoupling of resource use from economic 

output since 2000, although the economic recession contributed to this trend.

20+ year outlook:

European economic systems remain resource intensive, and a return to 

economic growth could reverse recent improvements.

No target
Progress to policy targets:

The targets in this area are currently qualitative in character.
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Waste management is improving but European remains far from a circular economy

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Waste management

5-10 year trends:

Less waste is being landfilled due to reduced generation of some wastes, 

increased recycling and greater use of waste for energy recovery.

20+ year outlook:

Total waste generation is still high, although implementation of waste prevention 

programmes could alleviate this.

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

Past successes with some waste streams, but only mixed progress across 

countries towards meeting recycling and landfill targets.

Overall

summary table
Waste Green economy

Resource 

efficiency
Waste
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The transition to a low-carbon economy requires greater greenhouse gas emission cuts

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Greenhouse gas emissions and climate change mitigation

5-10 year trends:

The EU has cut greenhouse gas emissions to 19.2 % below 1990 levels while 

increasing GDP by 45 %, halving óemission intensityô.

20+ year outlook:

The projected reductions of EU greenhouse gas emissions as result of 

implemented policies are insufficient to bring the EU on a pathway towards the 

2050 decarbonisation target.

X

W

Progress to policy targets:

The EU is on track to óover-deliverô on its international and domestic 2020 

targets, but is not on track towards its 2030 and 2050 targets.
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Reducing fossil fuel dependence would cut harmful emissions and boost energy security

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Energy consumption and fossil fuel use

5-10 year trends:

Renewable energy has increased substantially in the EU and energy efficiency 

has also improved.

20+ year outlook:

Fossil fuels continue to dominate EU energy production. Transforming the 

energy system into an environmentally compatible one requires substantial 

investments.

X

Progress to policy targets:

The EU is on track to meet its 20 % renewable energy target in 2020 and 

its 20 % energy efficiency target in 2020.
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Increasing transport demand affects the environment and human health

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Transport demand and related environmental impacts

5-10 year trends:

The economic crisis lowered transport demand and reduced pollutant and 

greenhouse gas emissions, but transport continued to cause harmful impacts.

20+ year outlook:

Certain transport-related impacts are decreasing, but creating a sustainable 

mobility system will require faster introduction of measures to control impacts. 

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

Good progress to efficiency and short-term greenhouse gas targets but a 

significant distance remains toward longer-term policy objectives. 
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Industrial pollutant emissions have declined but still cause considerable damage each year

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Industrial pollution to air, soil and water 

5-10 year trends:

Industrial emissions are decoupling from industrial output in absolute terms. 

20+ year outlook:

Industrial emissions are expected to decrease further, but harm to the 

environment and human health remains considerable. 

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

Good progress in implementation of Best Available Techniques. Policy has been 

strengthened through the Industrial Emissions Directive, which remains to be 

fully implemented.
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Reducing water stress requires enhanced efficiency and water demand management

Assessing European trends: Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Water use and water quantity stress

5-10 year trends:

Water use is decreasing for most sectors and in most regions but agricultural 

water use, in particular in southern Europe, remains a problem.

20+ year outlook:

Water stress remains a concern in some regions, and efficiency improvements 

may not offset all impacts of climate change.

W

Progress to policy targets:

Water scarcity and droughts continue to affect some European regions, 

impacting both economic sectors and freshwater ecosystems.

Overall

summary table

Hydrological 

systems

Freshwater

quality

Climate change 

impacts
Agriculture

Agriculture
Freshwater 

quality

Summary table 

2/3



Related content

COUNTRY 

COMPARISONS

GLOBAL

MEGATRENDS

EUROPEAN

BRIEFINGS

COUNTRIES  & 

REGIONS

SYNTHESIS

REPORT

SOER2015 / Synthesis / Assessing European trends

Resource efficiency and the low-carbon economy 

ïunderstanding systemic challenges

Å Feedbacks, interdependencies and lock-ins in environmental and 

socio-economic systems undermine efforts to mitigate environmental 

pressures and related impacts:

ï Improved efficiency in production processes can lower the costs of goods 

and services, incentivising increased consumption (the 'rebound effect');

ï Many impacts of Europe's production and consumption occur in other 

parts of the world, where European policies have limited direct influence; 

and

ï The production-consumption systems responsible for many environmental 

pressures also provide benefits (such as jobs and incomes), creating 

strong incentives for sectors or communities to resist change. 
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Resource efficiency and the low-carbon 

economy ïresponses

Å An integrated perspective on production-consumption systems that meet our 

needs (e.g. food, housing and mobility) improves our understanding of the 

incentives which structure them, the functions they perform, the ways system 

elements interact, the impacts they generate and opportunities to reconfigure 

them.

Å Integrated approaches such as life-cycle thinking can help ensure that 

improvements in one area (e.g. production efficiency) are not offset by 

changes in another (e.g. increased consumption).  

Å The globalised nature of production-consumption systems points to the need 

for new governance approaches that transcend national boundaries and 

engage businesses and society more fully. 
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Safeguarding from environmental risks to 

health ïintroduction

Å Human health and well-being are intimately linked to the state of the 

environment. 

Å A range of detrimental health effects have been linked to environmental 

pollution and degradation and the health benefits of a high quality natural 

environment are increasingly recognised. 

Å In addition to established problems ïsuch as air pollution, water pollution and 

noise ïnew health issues are emerging linked to lifestyle and consumption 

trends and the rapid uptake of new chemicals and technologies.

Overall 

summary table

Summary table 
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Safeguarding from environmental risks to 

health ïkey trends

Å Environmental policies have brought improvements in drinking water and 

bathing water quality and exposure to key hazardous pollutants have been 

reduced although serious health impacts remain in urban areas relating to air 

and noise pollution. 

ï In 2011, about 430 000 premature deaths in the EU were attributed to fine 

particulate matter (PM2.5).

ï Exposure to environmental noise is estimated to contribute to 

at least 10 000 premature deaths due to coronary heart disease and 

strokes each year.

ï Growing use of chemicals, particularly in consumer products, has been 

associated with an observed increase of endocrine diseases and 

disorders in humans.
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Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Assessing European trends: Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

5ï10 year trends
Progress to 

policy targets

Water pollution and related environmental health risks X / Ã

Air pollution and related environmental health risks Ã

Noise pollution (especially in urban areas) Ã

Urban systems and grey infrastructure No target

Climate change and related environmental health risks No target

Chemicals and related environmental health risks Ã / W

Overall

summary table

Summary table 

2/3

Summary table 
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Improving trends dominate

Trends show mixed picture

Deteriorating trends dominate

Largely on track 

Partially on track

Largely not on track

Ã

W

X

20+ years  outlook
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Water availability has generally improved but pollution and scarcity still cause heath problems

Assessing European trends: Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Water pollution and related environmental health risks

5-10 year trends:

Drinking and bathing water continuously improving, and some hazardous 

pollutants have been reduced.

20+ year outlook:

More extreme events (flooding and drought) due to climate change may result in 

more water and health-related issues. Emerging pollutants, such as from 

pharmaceuticals and personal care products, may be a future concern, as may 

be algal blooms and pathogenic microorganisms.

X

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

High compliance with the Bathing Water Directive and the Drinking Water 

Directive across Europe. Concern remains on the impact of chemicals (including 

new emerging pollutants).

Overall

summary table
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Ambient air quality has improved but many citizens are still exposed to dangerous pollutants

Assessing European trends: Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Air pollution and related environmental health risks

5-10 year trends:

Europeôs air quality is slowly improving, but fine particulate matter (PM2.5) and 

ground-level ozone in particular continue to cause serious impacts on health. 

20+ year outlook:

Air quality is expected to further improve in the years to 2030, but harmful levels 

of air pollution will persist. 

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

The number of countries meeting existing EU air quality standards is slowly 

increasing, but a large number are still not in compliance. 

Overall
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Exposure to noise is a major health concern in urban areas

Assessing European trends: Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Noise pollution (especially in urban areas)

5-10 year trends:

Exposure to noise in selected urban agglomerations has remained broadly 

constant between 2006 and 2011 according to two key noise indicators.

n.a.

20+ year outlook:

No data are yet available that would allow an assessment of long-term trends to 

be made. 

Ã

Progress to policy targets:

No clear targets, but the 7th Environment Action Programme aims to 

significantly reduce noise exposure by 2020, moving closer to WHO 

recommended levels. 

Overall
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5-10 year trends:

Some improvements, especially housing and end-of-pipe emission solutions. 

Good air quality and accessibility to green areas remain issues in large cities. 

Extension of urban areas and urban sprawl continue.

20+ year outlook:

Increases in urban population throughout Europe might enhance land uptake 

and fragmentation for infrastructure, at the same time contributing to pressures 

on resources and environmental quality. 

No target

Progress to policy targets:

No overall urban policy target; specific targets relevant 

to thematic policies (air, noise, etc.).

Urban systems are relatively resource efficiency but also create multiple exposure patterns

Assessing European trends: Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Urban systems and grey infrastructure
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5-10 year trends:

Premature deaths due to heatwaves and changes in communicable diseases, 

linked to shifts in the distribution of disease-carrying insects (vectors) have been 

observed.

20+ year outlook:

Increasingly severe climate change and human-health impacts are projected.

No target

Progress to policy targets:

The EU 2013 strategy and national strategies on climate change adaptation are 

being implemented and mainstreaming of climate change adaptation in policies 

addressing human health takes place to some extent (e.g. early warning and 

action plans for heatwaves).

Health impacts of climate change require adaptation at different scales

Assessing European trends: Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.

Climate change and related environmental health risks
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Risk management needs to be adapted to emerging environment and health issues

Assessing European trends: Safeguarding from environmental risks to health

Chemicals and related environmental health risks

5-10 year trends:

The impacts of some hazardous chemicals are increasingly being addressed. 

Endocrine disrupters and newly emerging chemicals are of growing concern. 

Knowledge gaps and uncertainty remain.

20+ year outlook:

Chemicals may have long lasting impacts, especially persistent and bio-

accumulative chemicals. Implementation of EU and international policies is 

likely to reduce the chemical burden. 

Ã

W

Progress to policy targets:

Implementation of REACH continues. No policy targets have been set for 

chemical mixtures. Concern on the impact of newly emerging chemicals 

remains.

Overall

summary table

Freshwater 

quality

Summary table 

3/3

Health and 

environment

Freshwater 

quality

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.



Related content

COUNTRY 

COMPARISONS

GLOBAL

MEGATRENDS

EUROPEAN

BRIEFINGS

COUNTRIES  & 

REGIONS

SYNTHESIS

REPORT

SOER2015 / Synthesis / Assessing European trends

Safeguarding from environmental risks to 

health ïunderstanding systemic challenges

Å Looking ahead, projected improvements in air quality, are not expected to be 

sufficient to prevent continuing harm to health and the environment, while 

health impacts resulting from climate change are expected to worsen. The 

outlook is less positive because:

ï Inside and outside Europe, climate change, depletion of natural resources, 

and biodiversity loss can have potentially wide-ranging and long-term 

effects on Europeansô human health and well-being;

ï The strong interdependence between systems that meet basic human 

needs (e.g. for food, water, energy and materials) create many trade-offs 

in management options; and

ï Changing exposure patterns as a result of urbanisation and human 

vulnerabilities such as the aging population can offset the benefits of 

reductions in overall pressures.
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Safeguarding from environmental risks to 

health ïresponses

Å Ecosystem-based approaches that link human health and well-being with the 

preservation of natural capital and ecosystem services are very promising but 

hampered by knowledge gaps on the interactions between multiple 

environmental pressures, social and demographic factors.

Å Multifunctional green infrastructure can play an important role in urban areas 

and benefit physical health, mental and social well-being. Integration of green 

infrastructure into urban planning as part of adaptation to climate change can 

offer long-term, cost-effective solutions. 

Å Adapting risk management approaches to incorporate cumulative risk 

assessment and address emerging issues can anticipate and manage 

problems and opportunities.
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capital

Resource efficiency

and the low-carbon 

economy

Safeguarding from

environmental risks to 

health

5ï10

year 

trends

Summary assessment of environmental trends 

Assessing European trends

Source: EEA. SOER 2015 Synthesis report.
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Looking ahead ïsystemic transitions

Å Although Europe is faced with complex challenges and large uncertainties, the 

longer-term outlook also offers broader opportunities for system-level solutions 

that can allow Europe to address environmental, economic and social aspects 

in a more efficient and integrated manner. 

Å Full implementation of agreed policies would go some way to resolving many 

issues but environmental policies currently in place, alongside economic and 

technology-driven efficiency gains are highly likely to be insufficient to achieve 

the 2050 vision. The persistent and emerging challenges facing Europe in the 

next 35 years require different approaches to policy, knowledge, investment 

and innovation. 

Å A transition to a green economy can provide a framework for an integrated 

response. Transitions are fundamental shifts in the socio-technical systems 

that fulfil societal needs, through profound changes in dominant structures, 

practices, technologies, policies, lifestyles and thinking. 
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Looking ahead ïpolicy opportunities

Å Environmental policies have contributed to reducing pressures on the 

environment, particularly for problems with a relatively specific cause-effect 

relationship.

Å Environmental policies have been less successful in halting biodiversity loss 

due to habitat destruction and overexploitation; in eliminating risks to human 

health resulting from the combination of chemicals introduced into our 

environment; or in halting climate change.

Å This means substantial challenges remain in terms of meeting the ambitions of 

the 7th EAP as environmental problems with multiple causes and linkages 

between them make policy responses more difficult to formulate.
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Looking ahead ïpolicy opportunities

Four established and complementary approaches could enhance progress to long-

term transitions if considered together and implemented coherently:

Å Mitigating known ecosystem and human health impacts while creating socio-

economic opportunities through resource-efficient innovation;

Å Adapting to expected climate and other environmental changes by increasing 

economic, environmental and social resilience;

Å Avoiding potentially serious environmental harm to people's health and well-

being and ecosystems by taking precautionary and preventive action, based 

on early warnings from science; and

Å Restoring resilience in ecosystems and society by enhancing natural 

resources, contributing to sustainable economic development and addressing 

social inequities.
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Looking ahead ïpolicy opportunities

Source: EEA.
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Looking ahead ïpolicy opportunities

Å Policy packages that include objectives and targets explicitly recognising the 

relationships between resource efficiency, ecosystem resilience and human 

well-being would accelerate the reconfiguration of Europe's systems of 

production and consumption. 

Å Other opportunities to steer transitions include improved implementation, 

integration and coherence of environment and climate policy.

Å The foundation for short- and long-term improvements in Europe's 

environment, people's health and economic prosperity rests on full 

implementation of policies, as well as better integration of the environment into 

the sectoral policies that contribute most to environmental pressures and 

impacts.
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Looking ahead ïinvesting for the future

Å Investment choices ïand availability of financial resources more broadly ïare 

key enabling conditions for long-term transitions.

Å The EU has committed to spend at least 20% of the 2014-2020 budget on 

transforming Europe into a clean and competitive low-carbon economy.

Å Transitions depend in part on avoiding investments that lock society into 

existing patterns of production and consumption, limit options or the 

development of substitutes.

Å Phasing out environmentally harmful subsidies that distort price signals can 

influence investment choices and release public revenue for investment.
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Looking ahead ïsupporting and upscaling 

innovations

Å Economic, technological and social innovations can support long-term 

transitions to a green economy.

Å Collaborative consumption focuses on the ways that consumers can obtain 

products or services more effectively and resource-efficiently.

Å Prosumerism reduces the distinction between the producer and consumer 

and is occurring through distributed energy production systems. 

Å Social innovation is a problem solving approach that entails developing new 

concepts, strategies and organisational forms to better meet societal needs.

Å Eco-innovation and eco-design go further than technological innovation and 

incorporate environmental considerations into product design, production and 

life cycle. 
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Looking ahead ïexpanding the knowledge base

Å Expanding the environmental knowledge base can support better policy 

implementation and integration, investment choices and long-term transitions. 

Å Key knowledge gaps relate to systems science; complex environmental 

change and systemic risks; how Europeôs environment is affected by global 

megatrends; feasible transitions in production consumption systems; and the 

inter-relationships between economic development, environmental change and 

human well-being. 

Å Developing integrated environmental-economic accounting and indicators will 

support both policy making and investment decisions. 

Å Foresight methods should be more widely used to enhance strategic planning. 

Å Strengthening science-policy-society interfaces and citizen engagement are 

important parts of transition to a green economy.
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Looking ahead ïtowards transition

Moving from visions and ambitions to credible and feasible transition 

pathways involves: 

Å Investing for the future and avoiding investments that lock society into 

existing patterns of production and consumption.

Å Supporting and upscaling niche innovations, such as óprosumerism'.

Å Filling gaps and improving the knowledge base to better understand 

systems science, forward-looking information, systemic risks and the 

relationships between environmental change and human well-being.

Å Harness synergies across policy, investment and research activities in 

support of the transition to a green economy (EU's 7th EAP, Multiannual 

Financial Framework 2014ï2020, the Europe 2020 Strategy and Horizon 

2020).
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Looking ahead ïthe take home messages

Å Living well while accepting the limits of the planet remains a realistic option if 

we act now and would put Europe at the frontier of science and technology, 

create new industries and a healthier society.

Å Although full implementation of existing policies will be essential, neither the 

environmental policies currently in place, nor economic and technology-driven 

efficiency gains will be sufficient to achieve Europeôs 2050 vision. 

Å This will require a greater sense of urgency and more coherent and ambitious 

more ambitious policies, alongside better knowledge and smarter investments, 

aimed at fundamentally transforming key systems such as food, energy, 

housing, transport, finance, health and education.

Å In setting out the nature of the challenge and identifying potential responses, 

SOER 2015 expands the available knowledge base for effective decision-

making.
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Setting the scene
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Å Global megatrends are large-scale, high 

impact and often interdependent social, 

economic, political, environmental or 

technological changes.

Å Europe is bound to the rest of the world 

through multiple systems. This means that 

global megatrends will significantly affect 

Europeôs ecological and societal resilience 

and its response options.

Å As the global middle class expands, the 

total environmental burden could move 

beyond globally sustainable limits. 

óBusiness as usualô will not be a viable 

development path for Europe.
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Setting the scene
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Å Europe has two main clusters of response options to global megatrends: 

shaping global change in ways that mitigate and manage risks, and 

adapting to global trends.

Å Several recent EU policy processes have started to embrace the need for 

long-term, global, and strategic risk assessment (e.g. 7th EAP, Roadmap to a 

resource-efficient Europe, Raw Materials Initiative, Horizon 2020 programme)

Å Challenges such as responding to growing pressures on the global 

environmental commons or managing international economic integration 

cannot be fully addressed by individual states. Better global governance will 

require stronger international institutions and rules, as well as improved 

engagement of businesses, NGOs and cities.

Å Better governance also depends on an improved environmental knowledge 

base, drawing on both foresight methods and model-based analysis.
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Diverging global population trends

Å The world population may rise beyond 9.6 billion by 2050, despite a slowing 

rate of growth. Most of the increase is likely to occur in urban areas in 

developing regions. 

Å Growing and younger populations in the developing world, the global growth of 

an affluent middle class, and ageing populations in developed countries will 

influence migration flows, creating a mixture of benefits and risks in developed 

and developing regions.

Å Demographic trends are also likely to increase global resource demand and 

related environmental pressures. This points to the need for Europe to persist 

with efforts to decouple resource use from economic development.

Consumption Urban systemsGreen economy
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The global population is expected to grow 43% by 2050, with Africaôs population increasing especially fast

Diverging global population trends

Source: UN World population prospects: The 2012 revision.

Consumption Urban systemsGreen economy

World Population projection trends, 1950-2100
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Age structures are expected to change, with ageing populations particularly in Europe

Diverging global population trends

Source: UN World population prospects: The 2012 revision.
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Share of population under age 20 and over age 65 by regions in 2010, 2030 and 2050
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Huge working age populations and rising education levels may boost economic growth in Asia and Africa

Diverging global population trends

Source: Samir et al., 2010.

Consumption Urban systemsGreen economy

Population pyramids for Europe, Africa and Asia for 2000 and 2050 

by age, sex and education attainment














































































































































































































































































































