
Introduction
While the debate over climate change goes on, the facts speak 
for themselves. Accumulating data testify to an on-going rise 
in global temperatures: the last decade has been the warmest 
since records began. By now, 97% of climate scientists agree 
that these changes are due to human activities, confirmed yet 
again by the latest assessment report from the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change.

The environmental impact is evident. Glaciers have shrunk and 
plant and animal habitats have shifted. Scientists are meas-
uring the loss of sea ice, rising sea levels, more intense heat 
waves, unprecedented storms and extreme weather events.

In Europe, temperatures are increasing faster than in the rest 
of the world, while global efforts to cut damaging greenhouse 
gas emissions are failing to reach their targets. The European 
Economic and Social Committee urges tougher action if we 
are to avoid grave damage to humanity, the economy and the 
planet. 

EU policy

In 2008, the EU Climate and Energy Package set out 20% tar-
gets for emissions cuts, renewable energy and greater energy 
efficiency, by 2020.

In 2009, the European Commission published a White Paper on 
Adapting to Climate Change with 33 action proposals. In April 
2013, it followed it up by launching an EU strategy on adapta-
tion, calling for a flexible and participatory approach, urging 
Member States to step up their efforts, and proposing eight 
specific measures. Failure to adapt to inevitable changes will 
cost Europe dear in the long run, says the Commission. 

Climate change is, nonetheless, a global problem, and the 
EU has been active in negotiations on the world stage since 
the 1990s. In March 2013, the Commission launched a public 
consultation on the way forward towards the international cli-
mate change agreement in 2015, shaping global climate policy 
beyond 2020, coupled with a Communication on the current 
state of play.

The EESC Position
The European Economic and Social Committee has drawn up 
two new opinions on these issues. 

International climate policy
Europe must be proactive, ambitious but realistic, injecting 
a new urgency into global negotiations, says the EESC. The 
world has changed since the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, and the new 
international deal must respond to current circumstances and 
be appropriate to all countries – developed and developing 
alike. In its opinion, the Committee urges the EU to play a "lead-
ership by example" role.

The action and efforts of grass-roots communities and sec-
tors will be key to meeting agreed goals and commitments, 
so policies must reflect the interests of civil society. This means 

"The international climate change negotiations should be a forum in which countries encourage each other 
forwards, not hold each other back."

Lutz Ribbe, President, EESC Sustainable Development Observatory

"Let's say that science, some decades from now, said 
'we were wrong, it was not about climate', would it 
not in any case have been good to do many of the 
things you have to do in order to combat climate 
change?"

EU Climate Commissioner Connie Hedegaard
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Further information:
 
•  EESC climate change website: www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.climate-change

•  EESC (SDO) public hearing – On the road to a global climate protocol in 2015: 
www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-global-climate-protocol-2015

•  EU Adaptation Strategy Package: http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/adaptation/what/documentation_en.htm

•  The 2015 International Climate Change Agreement: Shaping international climate policy beyond 2020:  
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations/future/docs/com_2013_167_en.pdf

•  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC): www.ipcc.ch

accountability and transparency at all stages, and avoiding so-
cial and economic inequities. Far-reaching but realistic targets 
need to be developed through consultation and consensus 
with the people who will be affected, and positive incentives 
could help to generate wider acceptance and support. 

But while strongly in favour of an international accord, the EESC 
points out that Europe cannot wait until 2015 to act, and that 
what we do between now and 2020 – when the deal is due to 
come into force – is crucial. At the heart of the challenge for Eu-
rope and beyond is energy policy. The energy sector accounts 
for some two-thirds of greenhouse gas emissions, and more 
than 80% of global energy still comes from fossil fuels. The po-
tential for energy efficiency is still largely untapped, while the 
economic crisis has had a negative impact on investment in 
renewables. This need not be the case, and industry should 
see the crisis as an opportunity for changing to greener tech-
nologies. 

Another challenge is ‘mainstreaming’ climate change into oth-
er policy areas, to ensure that policy-making across the board 
is coherent and constructive. The EESC has a preference for 
market-based approaches to incentivise private companies 
and other actors to become more sustainable, rather than im-
posing heavy administrative burdens. Industry can play its part 
through technology transfer and sharing best practices, while 
a carbon levy could go towards funding research into adap-
tation measures. "A simple, fair 2015 agreement is a precondi-
tion for an equitable business environment in all regions of the 
global economy." 

Climate change policies should contribute to overall societal, 
economic and environmental growth and development. The 
agreement will be just an initial step forward: implementation 
will depend on the goodwill of global civil society. "The pro-
cess must be transparent and convincing, winning confidence 
among citizens worldwide".

Adapting to climate change
•  The EESC supports the Commission’s adaptation strategy, 

and calls on all EU Member States to act swiftly to agree and  

implement their own national programmes. It identifies a 
number of sectors where action is required.

  •  It is crucial that climate adaptation measures are incorporated 
in a cross-cutting way into the EU's different policies and fi-
nancial instruments, such as the Structural Funds, the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy and research and development.

•  The insurance industry could introduce market-based incen-
tives to encourage adaptation measures, by adjusting premi-
ums to the level of risk. The EESC welcomes the Commission’s 
proposed Green Paper on insuring natural and man-made 
disasters, aimed at strengthening the insurance market and 
easing the burden on public funds. But given the scale of risk, 
the state must always act as ultimate insurer, especially to pro-
tect poor and vulnerable people. 

•  Adapting infrastructure to climate change risks is probably 
the greatest challenge facing public authorities, and will re-
quire major investment by the EU and Member States.

The Committee welcomes the idea of dedicating 20% of the 
total EU budget over the next seven years (2014-2020) to cli-
mate-related activities. This would mean an investment of €192 
billion in general mitigation and adaptation measures. 

Failure to take urgent action will lead to a widening of social 
differences, damaging cohesion in the EU, predicts the EESC. 
So disadvantaged social groups will require special support to 
prevent the effects of climate change making their lives even 
harder.

"For the 2014-2020 EU budget period, all European 
policies should be 'climate proofed'."

Dilyana Slavova, President, EESC Agriculture, Rural 
Development and Environment Section


