What is Resource Efficiency?
Resource efficiency means using the Earth's limited resources in a sustainable manner. We depend on resources like metals, minerals, fuels, water, timber, fertile soil and clean air for our survival, and they all constitute vital inputs that keep our economy functioning.

What is the problem?
The supply of resources is limited, and our natural resource base is being eroded. Growing global demand is increasing pressure on the environment, and competition for many resources is increasing. Many natural resources are fundamental to our health, well-being and quality of life, so it is essential that we respect the natural limits of the planet's key ecosystems. 

Europe relies on the rest of the world for resources like fuel and raw materials, and these resources are also embedded in products we import from outside the EU. Scarcities and volatile commodity prices can bring about instability in many regions of the world, so we need to look at the global picture. 

How can these problems be remedied?
It is perfectly possible to produce more value with fewer inputs, to lessen our impact on the environment, and to consume in a more intelligent fashion. We can use more efficient alternatives instead of many of the current resources, and we can boost recycling, for example. But if European society is to become more resource efficient, millions of firms and consumers will need to be mobilised. Prices need to change to better reflect environmental and social costs: this would improve the economic system, providing the right incentives and price signals for producers and consumers. Most importantly, coherent public policies must be put in place to enable such a reform and push it forward.

What types of benefits can resource efficiency bring, apart from the obvious ones to the environmental and people's well-being?
Using resources more efficiently has clear economic benefits for companies: it improves productivity, reduces costs and enhances competitiveness, creating employment opportunities. The less firms and consumers are dependent on the availability of certain resources, the less vulnerable they are to supply constraints and volatile market prices. There are also many growth and employment opportunities in the provision of green technologies and services, in renewable energy provision, eco-industries and recycling, for example. Resource efficiency will profit other policies as well: wiser use of resources reduces greenhouse gas emissions and many other environmental and health problems. 

What is the European Union doing?
Europe 2020 is the EU's growth strategy for the coming decade, pushing the EU to become a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy. Under the Europe 2020 strategy the flagship initiative for a resource-efficient Europe points the way towards sustainable growth and supports a shift towards a resource-efficient, low-carbon economy. 

One of the building blocks of this initiative is the European Commission's Roadmap for a resource-efficient Europe – a Communication due to be adopted mid-2011. The Roadmap will set out a vision for the structural and technological change needed up to 2050, with objectives to be reached by 2020 and suggestions about how they could be met. The Roadmap will propose ways to increase resource productivity and decouple economic growth from resource use and its environmental impact. Areas where policy action can make a real difference will be a particular focus, and specific bottlenecks like inconsistencies in policy and market failures will be tackled to ensure that policies are all going in the same direction. Cross-cutting themes such as consumption and innovation will also be in the spotlight, and key resources will be analysed from a life-cycle or value-chain perspective.

Clean and healthy

Clean and safe drinking water, effective wastewater treatment, clean air, and proper waste disposal are basic elements for a high quality of life in Europe’s cities.
Safe water to drink

A clean and healthy city guarantees its citizens access to clean and safe water for drinking and other daily uses. The EU recognises the importance of clean drinking water through the Drinking Water Directive (98/8/EC) which ensures that the water delivered to citizens via urban water supply systems is safe to drink. Cities and towns must regularly monitor the quality of water delivered at the tap and keep consumers informed of the quality. A clean urban environment is among the goals of the Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive (91/271/EEC). This Directive requires all cities and towns with populations of 2000 or more to have sewage collection systems in place and to treat the wastewater to certain minimum standards before it is discharged into the environment. Although it is the most costly of all of the EU environmental requirements to implement, the reductions in pollution it has brought are significant. This legislation has helped clean up our rivers, lakes and coastal areas and has been important for meeting the health-based standards of the Bathing Water Directive (2006/7/EC). Overall protection for Europe’s precious water resources is provided through the Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC), which sets in place a framework for river basin management aimed at achieving good status of EU waters by 2015 while balancing the competing demands for water from consumers, agriculture, industry and nature. Other measures aimed at preventing pollution from contaminating our water resources include directives on Priority Substances (2008/105/EC), Integrated Pollution Prevention & Control (IPPC) (2008/1/EC) and Groundwater (2006/118/EC).

Clean air to breathe

Air pollution seriously affects human health, damages our ecosystems and causes deterioration of buildings and monuments. Cleaning up our cities’ air is another key priority for the EU. The EU’s Clean Air for Europe strategy, which includes the Cleaner Air for Europe (CAFΙ) Directive (2008/50/EC), forms the overarching policy framework for achieving safe air quality levels for all citizens, notably those living in cities. The CAFΙ Directive sets harmonized, health-based standards for the air pollutants of greatest concern. It requires governments to define air quality zones covering the entire country; boundaries are set based on population density and exposure criteria. Where standards are not met, air quality management plans must be developed by the local and national authorities holding responsibilities for these zones to achieve the quality standards throughout the zone or country as soon as possible. These plans tackle pollution from the worst local sources, which often include transport, domestic heating and local industry. The Directive also includes mechanisms for informing citizens about the quality of the air they breathe, including when local air pollution reaches potentially unhealthy levels and special measures are needed. Many urban areas are also industrial centres. Controls over environmentally damaging emissions from some of the heaviest air polluters are in place through the Large Combustion Plants (2001/80/ EC), IPPC (2008/1/EC), and Waste Incineration (2000/76/EC) Directives, along with two directives (94/63/EC; 1999/13/EC) controlling VOCs (volatile organic compounds – which contribute to ozone formation) resulting from the storage and distribution of petrol and the use of organic solvents in certain activities. Citizens wanting to know more about emissions from major sources of pollution near their cities and towns can log onto the European Pollutant Release and Transfer Register. The E-PRTR (http://prtr.ec.europa.eu/) provides access to emissions data reported annually by some 24,000 industrial facilities covering 65 economic activities across Europe. Motor vehicles are another major source of air pollution in our urban environment. The EU regulates vehicle emissions through two Directives covering cars and vans (70/220/EEC) and heavyduty vehicles (88/77/EEC), and a series of amendments which steadily tighten these emission standards. Also important is the Fuel Quality Directive (2009/30/EC), which aims to further reduce polluting emissions from petrol by setting minimum quality standards. The Directive also addresses climate change by requiring a minimum 6% reduction of greenhouse gas emissions from road transport by 2020.

Collection and disposal of solid waste

Every year, each of the 500 million citizens living in the EU throws away more than half a tonne of waste. The management and disposal of this waste is a major challenge for our cities and towns. The Waste Framework Directive (2008/98/EC) sets out basic concepts and principles for waste management across the EU, such as the “polluter pays principle” and the “waste hierarchy”. The waste hierarchy sets an order of priorities for waste management with the preferred option of waste prevention, followed by re-use, recycling, other forms of recovery such as energy from waste, and improved final disposal followed by monitoring. Waste should be managed so that it does not endanger human health, harm the environment, pose risks to air, water, soil, plants or animals, be a nuisance through odours or noise, or adversely affect places of special interest. Several waste streams have been targeted for special attention by various EU directives, including Packaging Waste (94/62/ EC), End-of-life Vehicles (2000/53/EC), Batteries (2006/66/EC, as amended), and Electrical and Electronic Equipment (2002/96/ EC). Most of Europe’s cities and towns now have special systems in place to collect, re-use, recycle and dispose of these types of waste. In fact, several EU countries already recycle over 50% of packaging waste. The Waste Framework Directive introduced new targets for Member States to recycle 50% of their household waste and 70% of construction and demolition waste by 2020. When waste cannot be re-used or recycled, it must be disposed of, with landfill only used as a last resort. Incineration can lead to energy recovery and is regulated by the Waste Incineration Directive (2000/76/EC). The Landfill Directive (99/31/EC) sets strict guidelines for landfill management, including targets for reducing quantities of biodegradable waste. Although 45% of municipal waste is still sent to landfills, an increasing amount is composted (37%) or incinerated with energy recovery (18%). (See more under Resource Efficiency below.) EU funds can help cities implement waste legislation. For example, in Rβmnicu Vβlcea, Romania, a city with a population of over 100,000, EU funds have been used to close an unsanitary landfill site and build a recycling centre and composting station.

Toxic free

Concern is growing about the effects of exposure to hazardous substances because of their potential harm to human health and so there is a need for careful monitoring, review and regulation of chemicals in general. The EU has set a new international standard for chemical regulation through the REACH Regulation (EC/1907/2006) on the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemical Substances. Further regulatory controls important for the urban environment are provided through the Plant Protection Products Regulation (EC/1107/2009), the Biocides Directive (98/8/EC), and the recent Sustainable Use of Pesticides Directive (2009/128/EC). The latter requires Member States to draw up National Action Plans for reducing risks and impacts of pesticide use on human health and the environment, taking account of specific national, regional and local conditions. Provisions include measures to protect drinking water and to reduce pesticide use or risks in specific areas such as public parks and gardens, sports and recreation grounds, school grounds and children’s playgrounds.
