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CRITICAL THINKING AT THE CRITICAL TIME™

INTRODUCTION 

On 18 December the European Commission adopted 

the Clean Air Policy Package aiming to reduce premature 

mortality and limit environmental damage caused by air 

pollution. The package entails measures to improve the 

enforcement of current EU air quality legislation and 

sets new emission limits for some of the major 

pollutants such as sulphur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide and 

particulate matter and will require medium combustion 

plants to limit the emissions of some pollutants.   

The package will impact a wide array of industry sectors, 

ranging from transport to agriculture, chemicals and 

energy, setting ambitious new emission reduction 

commitments. The package will become one of the most 

controversial dossiers in the second half of 2014 when 

the new Parliament is starting its work. 

 

Introduction 

According to an analysis by the European Commission (EC) air 

pollution is the number one environmental cause of premature 

death in the EU, responsible for ten times the toll of road 

traffic accidents. In 2010 it caused over 400 000 premature 

deaths as well as substantial avoidable sickness and suffering 

including respiratory conditions (such as asthma) and 

exacerbated cardiovascular problems. The overall external 

costs of these impacts ranged between €330-940 billion.1 

Annual mean PM2.5 concentration in 2011 (source EEA) – dark and 

bright red dots exceeding air quality standards 

 

The EC started its overhaul in 2005 with the Thematic Strategy 

on Air Pollution and in 2011 the review was officially launched. 

The review resulted in several legislative initiatives including 

the directive on sulphur content of bunker fuels and the 

revision of the non-road mobile machinery legislation. However 

the air quality package is the culmination of the efforts aiming 

to improve the EU’s air quality by 2030. The EC claims that this 
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would lead to 500,000 life years gained each year2 and save 

an area half the size of Romania from nitrogen pollution3. In 

addition the EC seeks to create synergies with the EU’s climate 

policies, which to some extent have pushed back air pollution 

as a political priority. Finally, the EC hopes that the package 

will provide another boost for Europe’s clean technology 

industry which is already a world leader today.  

Main Elements 

The package consists of the following main elements: 

1. The Clean Air Programme for EuropeClean Air Programme for EuropeClean Air Programme for EuropeClean Air Programme for Europe with focus on 

enforcement of existing legislation and new air 

quality objectives for the period up to 2030  

2. Proposal for a directive on the reduction of national directive on the reduction of national directive on the reduction of national directive on the reduction of national 

emissions of certain atmospheric pollutants emissions of certain atmospheric pollutants emissions of certain atmospheric pollutants emissions of certain atmospheric pollutants 

(emission ceilings directive(emission ceilings directive(emission ceilings directive(emission ceilings directive), introducing new 

emission limits for the most important pollutants  

3. Proposal for a directive on the limitation of certain directive on the limitation of certain directive on the limitation of certain directive on the limitation of certain 

pollutants into the air from medium combustion pollutants into the air from medium combustion pollutants into the air from medium combustion pollutants into the air from medium combustion 

plantsplantsplantsplants, setting emission limits for  sulphur dioxide 

(SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx) and Particular Matter 

(PM) for medium combustion plants  

A Clean Air Programme for Europe 
As regards environmental legislation in Europe the issue is not 

so much the lack of regulation but rather a lack of 

enforcement. This is particularly true in the area of air pollution 

and the clean air programme aims to address this issue 

through specific measures.  

In order to achieve the necessary reduction of NOxNOxNOxNOx    the EC is the EC is the EC is the EC is 

targeting emissions fromtargeting emissions fromtargeting emissions fromtargeting emissions from lightlightlightlight----duty diesel enginesduty diesel enginesduty diesel enginesduty diesel engines. As noted in 

the CARS 2020 Communication a new test procedure 

capturing emissions under real-world driving conditions for 

type approval will be applied not later than 2017.   

In addition the EU will support Member States with the 

development and implementation of air pollution control 

programmes through financing programmes (Structural and 

Investment Funds and the LIFE instrument). The 

communication on sustainable urban mobility will contribute to 

better urban air quality e.g. through promoting the uptake of 

advanced technology options and new indicators to track air 

pollution nationally and locally. 

Finally the clean air programme introduces new air policy 

objectives for 2030. These objectives are to reduce premature 

mortality due to PM and ozone by 52% compared to 2005 and 

to limit the areas of ecosystems exceeding eutrophication 

limits by 35%. These objectives will mainly be achieved 

through existing regulation, including the two directives 

proposed in the air quality package. 
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Emissions Ceiling Directive 
The emission ceiling directive setsetsetsets news news news new    nationalnationalnationalnational    emission emission emission emission 

limits for sulphur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), nonlimits for sulphur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), nonlimits for sulphur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), nonlimits for sulphur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), non----

methane volatile organic compounds (NMVOCs), ammonia methane volatile organic compounds (NMVOCs), ammonia methane volatile organic compounds (NMVOCs), ammonia methane volatile organic compounds (NMVOCs), ammonia 

(NH3), methane (CH4) and small particulate matter (PM 2.5)(NH3), methane (CH4) and small particulate matter (PM 2.5)(NH3), methane (CH4) and small particulate matter (PM 2.5)(NH3), methane (CH4) and small particulate matter (PM 2.5). 

These pollutants are emitted by a wide range of different 

industry sectors. The directive, in its annex II specifies the 

limits for each Member States for the periods 2020-29 and 

2030 and after compared to 2005 levels. The table below 

outlines the sector share of the pollutants and the average 

reduction commitments. 

Sector share of emissions Sector share of emissions Sector share of emissions Sector share of emissions ////    average reduction commitmentsaverage reduction commitmentsaverage reduction commitmentsaverage reduction commitments    

Subst. Sectors 
Avg. Reduction 

Commitments 

SO2SO2SO2SO2    

• Energy production and distribution: 
65% (Burning of coal and petroleum) 

• Energy use by industry: 20% 

• Commercial, institutions and 
households: 15% 

• 2020-29:59% 

• 2030: 81% 

NOxNOxNOxNOx    

• Road transport: 40.5% 

• Energy generation and distribution: 
22.5% 

• Energy use by industry: 12.5% 

• Commercial, institutions and 
households: 12.5% 

• 2020-29:42% 

• 2030: 69% 

NMVOCNMVOCNMVOCNMVOC    

• Solvent and product use: 43.1% 

• Commercial, institutional and 
households: 16.7% 

• Road transport: 14.6% 

• Energy production and distribution: 
9.8% 

• 2020-29:28% 

• 2030: 50% 

NH3NH3NH3NH3    
• Agriculture: 93.6% 

• Waste: 2.3% 

• 2020-29: 6% 

• 2030: 27% 

CH4*CH4*CH4*CH4*    

• Agriculture: 49.9% 

• Waste: 30.9% 

• Energy production and distribution: 
14.7% 

• 2030: 30% 

PM2.5PM2.5PM2.5PM2.5

****    

• Commercial, institutions and 
households: 52.1% 

• Road transport: 15.8% 

• Industrial processes: 10.4% 

• 2020-29:22% 

• 2030: 51% 

Source EEA 2014 - *EEA 2012 

The directive also proposes measures to be included in 

national air pollution control programmes (NAPCPs). Among 

others Member States have to establish a national advisoryestablish a national advisoryestablish a national advisoryestablish a national advisory    

code of good agriculcode of good agriculcode of good agriculcode of good agriculttttural practice for reducing ammonia ural practice for reducing ammonia ural practice for reducing ammonia ural practice for reducing ammonia 

emissionsemissionsemissionsemissions. These have to include measures such as nitrogen 

management, feeding strategies, low manure spreading, 

storing and processing systems. Ammonium carbonate 

fertilizers should be prohibited. In order to address PM2.5 the 

directive proposes to ban open field burning of agricultural 

harvest residue and waste.  

Member States will be required to develop and update 

national emission inventories for each pollutant and to monitor 

the air pollution impacts.  

Emission Limits for Medium Combustion Plants 
Existing EU legislation already covers the emissions of large 

combustion plants. The present proposal therefore targets 

medium combustion plants with a rated thermal input equal to 

or greater than 1MW and less than 50MW. Around 143 000 of 

these combustion plants exist in the EU and are often industry 

installations and biomass combustion plants or energy plants 

for local areas or buildings. In particular energy intensive 

industries use their own combustion plants including food 

processing, paper manufacturing, refineries, chemical and 

metals industries. 

The central elements of the directive are emission limits for 

the pollutants SO2, NOx and PM. The precise limits are 

outlined in the annex and depend on the fuel e.g. solid 

biomass, other solid fuels, liquid fuels, natural gas. The 

directive also includes some exemptions e.g. for plants with a 

small number of operating hours and distinguishes between 

existing and new plants. For example existing plants have a 

fixed period of time to comply with the limits after the directive 

becomes applicable. 

Conclusions & Viewpoints 

The clean air package is one of the EC’s last major initiatives in 

the field of environment in the current term. Considering the 

strong impact of the proposals on many industry sectors, it is 

expected that discussions in the European Parliament will be 

fierce and new MEPs may use the opportunity to profile 

themselves in this very visible subject matter.  

Many organisations have already been vocal on the subject: 

Business EuropeBusiness EuropeBusiness EuropeBusiness Europe stated that the package will force industry to 

go beyond what is economically and technically feasible4 and 

Copa CogecaCopa CogecaCopa CogecaCopa Cogeca the EU farmer federation called the cuts on 

ammonia emissions a severe blow to the EU agriculture sector. 

In contrast NGOs are disappointed by the lack of ambition. The 

European Environmental Bureau (EEB)European Environmental Bureau (EEB)European Environmental Bureau (EEB)European Environmental Bureau (EEB) complains that new 

targets are only introduced after 2030 and that sectors such 

as shipping, cars and non-road machines remain neglected.5  

With the package the EC has tried hard to improve air quality 

while at the same time not overburdening business. The fact 

that emission targets for methane are only introduced as of 

2030 shows that the Commission took a realistic approach. 

However in particular the ambitious targets for SO2 and NOx 

will require considerable efforts by industry. The medium 

combustion plant directive will pose a burden on SMEs and the 

biomass and wood burning sector, including households, will 

have to invest into cleaner technologies.   
 

 

Considering that the Parliament will be newly formed and 

many stakeholders will seek to influence the dossier, it will be 

a challenge for all organisations to make their concerns heard. 

This will require an early analysis of the new Parliament as well 

as a strategy that ensures that the concerns are understood by 

the right decision makers.  
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