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Evaluation: The Swedish Presidency gets a red card for environmental failure

In June 2009, Greenpeace ranked Sweden’s preparation ahead of its six months as EU president with the red and yellow card system used in football. Greenpeace found that Sweden was already playing a dangerous game in a number of environmental areas and was awarded a yellow card. 

As full-time approaches for the Swedish presidency, Greenpeace awards the Swedish government a red card. The EU’s paralysis in negotiations for a global climate treaty in Copenhagen last week, the inadequate EU climate targets and the poor profile in other environmental areas are the reasons for this red card.

Climate

‘Back-seat’ tactics

The Swedish presidency rightfully prioritised the Copenhagen climate negotiations and placed climate at the top of its agenda. But unfortunately the presidency was unable to encourage the EU to take a leading role in the run up to Copenhagen and during the summit. The Copenhagen summit was the world’s largest-ever gathering of heads of state and government, all brought together to decide the fate of life on our planet. From the outset, the EU’s strategy was to take a back seat and the final result of the summit was a resounding flop. As negotiations faltered, the EU failed to adapt its position and play its part in brokering a deal, shifting the blame to the US and China, but refusing to engage with either bloc or to build strong alliances with developing countries. By failing to lead from the front on climate policy, the EU has reneged on a strategy that was instrumental in the adoption of the Kyoto climate protocol and that brought the US to the negotiating table.
Even before Copenhagen, the Swedish presidency was unable to bring the EU to increase its carbon emissions reduction targets from 20% to 30%. Several EU countries had raised the issue at a crucial EU summit in Brussels in early December, but in the end the EU did not change tactics and instead remained stuck on its original commitment, only half of what is recommended by science. 

The presidency did however play a role in delivering an EU position on the need for financing from industrialised countries for climate action in the developing world. Member states agree that industrialised countries should pay up to 50 billion euro a year by 2020 in public financing. This was a step forward, but regrettably still very far from the 110 billion euros required. But since the EU did not agree on how much it would itself contribute, it failed to build trust with developing countries ahead of Copenhagen. On short-term financing over the next three years, the EU was able to commit to 2,4 billion euros annually. But member states will in fact be able to raise most of the money by simply repackaging funding for development aid as funding for climate measures. 

For further information on the outcome from the Copenhagen climate talks, please see the Greenpeace Copenhagen Outcome Assessment:

http://www.greenpeace.org/raw/content/international/press/reports/cop15-assessment.pdf
Forest failure

On forests policy, the Swedish presidency was blatantly driven by narrow national interests. With its large forestry industry sector, the Swedish government abused its position as president and acted more as a lobbyist for its industry than as an honest broker. For example, in discussions about a global financing mechanism to protect forests, Sweden tried to divert money towards the forestry industry rather than focussing on the protection of intact tropical forests. Though not always successful, its biased attitude prevented the EU from acting with leadership at Copenhagen climate negotiations to reduce global emissions from deforestation. During its presidency, the Swedish government also fought hard to weaken a proposed EU law to regulate the European timber market and combat illegal logging. This was done by for example asking for exemptions and postponements for certain industry sectors.
Oceans

Although the Swedish presidency programme promised to focus strongly on marine protection, prime minister Reinfeldt has sorely disappointed. That the presidency has worked for a cleaner Baltic and better fisheries monitoring, as its own evaluation points out, is positive. But the presidency has not put its weight behind tackling the devastating environmental impact of EU fishing, nor has it negotiated a deal that would guarantee the protection of designated Natura 2000 conservation sites in Swedish and EU waters. The biggest letdown was Sweden’s failure to host discussions on the reform of the EU’s common fisheries policy and its failure to take a strong stance on EU backing for the protection of Northern bluefin tuna

.
Toxics 

The implementation of Europe's landmark chemicals legislation, known as REACH, is suffering from lack of political attention. Greenpeace had called on the Swedish presidency to hold a debate between member states to discuss these problems. But Sweden has failed to organise this debate. In fact, throughout 2009 Sweden has failed to propose the inclusion of even a single new hazardous chemical to the REACH ‘candidate list’ of chemicals for phaseout. On a positive note, the presidency held a meeting of EU environment ministers to discuss the health and environmental impacts of exposure to multiple chemicals simultaneously (the so-called chemical ‘cocktail effect’). Regrettably, at the environment Council today, EU environment ministers are expected to fail to give the Commission a strong mandate to propose concrete measures that would reduce citizens' exposure to chemical cocktails. Instead, they are planning to merely invite the Commission to produce a report on this issue.
GMOs

In December 2008, EU environment ministers unanimously agreed that the genetically modified organisms (GMO) authorisation system in Europe needed improving. This criticism was directed at the European Commission, which is not ensuring adequate, independent scientific assessment of GM products. Despite the loopholes in the EU risk assessment system, Sweden did not follow up on the Council demand. Regrettably, Sweden’s failure to ensure any follow up means the Commission has put forward several new GM crops for import into the EU market. At the same time, because of massive public opposition to GMOs, the Commission was not able to push for the authorisation of GM crops for cultivation in Europe.

Contacts: 

Patrik Eriksson, Greenpeace Nordic programme manager, +46 (0)70 301 2892

Mark Breddy – Greenpeace EU communications manager:

+32 (0)2 2741 903, +32 (0)496 15 62 29 (mob.), mark.breddy@greenpeace.org
