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the solution – measuring Europe’s resource use

The EU does not currently measure its 
total use of resources, which makes it 
difficult for targets to be set or policies 
to be evaluated.

A 2009 study by Friends of the 
Earth Europe and Sustainable Europe 
Research Institute (SERI) in Vienna 
looked at how to measure Europe’s 
use of resources in a way that is 
achievable and comprehensive.6  
It concluded that the best way would 
be to use four indicators:
• 	Land (in hectares), including land  
used outside the EU (for example  
to grow crops for food or energy  
sources).
• 	Material (in tonnes), including  
those used to make products  
that are imported into Europe  
(sometimes called the material  
rucksack of products). Data sources  
allow this figure to be broken down  
into different forms of materials,  
for example biological and mineral  
resources.
• 	Water (in litres), including water  
used outside the EU to produce  
imported products (eg cotton).
• 	Greenhouse gas emissions  
created by EU’s consumption (in  
CO

2
 equivalent), which includes  

both Europe’s Kyoto emissions,  
and the carbon footprint associated  
with imported products.

These indicators already exist  
in research literature, and they are  
all quite transparent, measuring  
clear physical quantities. 

The indicators do not directly 
measure impacts on biodiversity. 
But they can be used to highlight 
issues that need to be investigated. 
For example, if a new policy such 
as a biofuel target or reform of the 
Common Agricultural Policy results  
in a measurable big increase in  
EU land use, then there should  
be further investigation.

Nor do the indicators address 
issues of hazardous chemicals  
or pollution; but it has been found 
that specific regulation (such as the 
REACH chemicals policy) is more 

effective in this area.
The Spring Alliance manifesto,7 

supported by the European Trade 
Union Confederation and a large 
number of environment, development 
and social non-governmental 
organisations, also includes a demand 
for Europe to measure its overall 
resource use:
“Measure the EU’s overall resource 
use, including the use of material, 
water and land, as well as greenhouse 
gas emissions, whether occurring 
inside or outside the EU.”

How would these indicators be used?
•	 �The indicators can be used by the
EU and governments to set targets,
measure progress, establish  
policies and assess the impact  
of policy changes. 
•	 Companies can use them to  
assess and improve the resource  
use associated with their products  
and activities. 

This measurement approach would 
provide a key tool for increasing 
integration and policy coherence, 
showing the real extent of EU’s 
consumption of natural resources.
Through measuring resource use 
it will be possible to incorporate 
resource efficiency into impact 
assessment. Adding these indicators 
to impact assessment would enable 
resource impacts to be highlighted 
at an early stage, and help identify 

areas where further investigation is 
required (which is a key role of impact 
assessment).

For example, if these indicators had 
been part of the impact assessment 
of the 10 per cent biofuels targets in 
the Renewables Directive, it would 
have been clear that to achieve 
such targets the EU would need a 
considerable increase in its land 
footprint. This would have triggered 
further questions about where this 
land might come from, and what – or 
who – was using it at the moment. In 
fact, land was mentioned only once 
in the impact assessment, and there 
was no serious consideration of the 
amount of land required by the policy.8

	 The indicators would also allow 
the EU to develop targets to reduce 
its resource use, and help in the 
development of policy to achieve 
these targets.

For example, our research has 
shown that each year the EU is  
disposing of more than 5 billion euros 
of valuable resources (by sending 
them to landfill or incinerating them).5 
This is a conservative analysis, which 
excludes the scarce metals found in 
electrical goods, for example. Yet the 
impact assessment of the Thematic 
Strategy on Waste Prevention and 
Recycling in 2005 did not assess 
the resource efficiency benefits of 
different policy options.9 

As global population grows, and 
standards of living rise in many 
countries, the pressure on the world’s 
resources – whether land, materials, 
water, or the climate – becomes ever 
greater. This pressure will affect 
people, the environment, governments 
and businesses around the world.
	 The EU must respond to these 
trends and seize the opportunity 
to accurately assess and reduce 
our resource use. The indicators 

that Friends of the Earth and SERI 
have developed provide a workable 
and effective way of helping the EU 
measure and reduce its consumption 
of natural resources. By adopting 
these resource-use indicators into the 
EU policy-making process, Europe will 
be taking the first steps to developing 
a decarbonised and highly resource-
efficient economy, with the benefits for 
people, the environment and economy 
that would bring.

conclusion


