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Abstract:  
The ”Environment-for-Europe” process has made Central and Eastern Europe a target 

for environmental assistance from the European Union, bilateral donors and 

International Financal Institutions. In this article we review the history and impact of this 

assistance, and point out some key difficulties connected with the process. We also draw 

a balance of the environnmental transformation which has taken place since 1989, and 

show that the region has seen much less ecological modernisation than initially expected, 

while a process of ecological subversion now is experienced  in several countries. 

Present strategies for environmental assistance have abandoned the larger security 

policy considerations, and are driven mainly by concerns for approximation with EU 

environmental legislation in prospective new member states.  

 

 
 

INTRODUCTION:  

ECOLOGICAL MODERNISATION  

AND THE ’COMMON EUROPEAN HOUSE’  
 

The theoretical debate on ecological modernisation has taken different meanings and 

directions within sociology on the one hand and political science on the other. While 

sociologists tend to adhere to Huber (1982) as the ultimate source (Mol, 1995), political 

scientists appear confident that a series of articles on ecological and political 

modernisation by Jänicke (1984, 1990) provide the theoretical basis. 

 

From Hubers original perspective ecological modernisation was regarded as a broad 

societal process, in which industrial modes of production and consumption are 

transformed so as to allow a more sustainable development. It is, according to this 

tradition, to some extent a development which proceeds 'from within', i.e. a 

transformation which producers and consumers may undertake of their own desire, 

although in clear acknowledgement of the systemic advantages that ecological 

modernisation offers to them as individuals, as well as to the society as a whole. This 

acknowledgement may have been brought about by external pressures, but the Porter 

hypothesis (Porter and van der Linde, 1995) on the competitive advantages of 
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environmental regulation, so contested among neoclassical economists, essentially 

implies the somewhat deterministic conception of the assets of an ecological 

modernisation process. It is all well captured in Huber's expression about the ’ugly 

caterpillar that transforms itself into a beautiful butterfly’, a metaphor which refers to the 

need for sunset industries to modernise on sustainable terms. 

 

From the perspective developed within political science it is stipulated that ecological 

modernisation will occur provided that a sufficient societal capacity is available, and then 

only in response to the strength of specific hypothesized variables, such as strong 

corporatist institutions, the innovative character of legal and informational systems as 

well as a certain regulatory proficiency. Among political scientists we also find a 

distinction between ecological modernisation and sustainable development (Langhelle, 

2000). While the latter term in accordance with the World Commission’s definition is 

seen to address global inter- and intragenerational equity, ecological modernisation is 

understood more narrowly to characterise the specific transformation of industrialised 

societies. The analytical yardstick of 'ecological modernisation capacity' (Jänicke, 1990; 

Scruggs, 1999; Andersen and Massa, 2000) is used to denote the ability of a society to 

transform its modes of production, transport and consumption, and forms the starting 

point for the political scientist's analysis. Here the decoupling of environmental pressure 

indicators from economic performance is taken as evidence for an ecological 

modernisation process, provided that such decoupling reflects cleaner technology or 

structural changes and not merely the application of problem-shifting end-of-pipe 

technologies. 

 

Can we equate ecological modernisation simply  with improved efficiency in the use of 

energy and materials in industrial society ? No, both the sociological and the political 

science version of ecological modernisation will agree that efficiency is not enough. 

Huber (2000) deplores the narrow concern with efficiency among industrialists, and calls 

for wider attention to the need for consistency between material flows and ecology. 

Jänicke (1990) is keen to stress the importance of new environmentally friendly 

technologies and broader structural change. There can be little doubt that ecological 

modernisation denotes a process which goes beyond improved household with energy 

and resources. It is an actual modernisation of industrial society, which therefore also 

involves the social and political structures of society. 
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Ten years ago the opportunities for ecological modernisation seemed particularly evident 

in central and eastern Europe2. A significant part of the background for the collapse of the 

planned economies were the old and inefficient structures for raw materials- and energy 

uses and environmental protest against their side-effects and consequenses was in fact an 

important component of the revolutions in Eastern Europe. If we understand ecological 

modernisation not merely as an efficiency revolution, but as a concept that denotes a 

process of structural change in the economy and society, it is per se what many would 

expect to have become the result of the transition from planned materials-intensive 

economies to competitive market economies.  

 

A particular and interesting feature of the ecological modernisation process in central and 

eastern Europe has been the catalyzing effect and role of the Europeanization process. 

Immediately after the revolutions in eastern Europe, western and multilateral donors 

launched comprehensive environmental assistance programmes to the whole region, and 

these assistance programmes were part of a broader and deliberate strategy for the 

Europeanization of eastern Europe and for the development of a ’Common European 

House’. From its inception the perspective of environmental cooperation was pan-

European, and it was soon extended to Russia and former NIS-republics, as these gained 

independence. The programme for environmental modernisation was reciprocal in its 

origin; while western countries offered financial and political support, the Dobris 

initiative in fact had its outspring in eastern deliberations. More recently it is the 

perspective of EU membership, which has come to dominate the process. The term 

’Europeanization’ is increasingly used in the literature to denote the European integration 

process and its progressive effects on national and sub-national actors, legal arrangements 

and policy-making processes (Featherstone and Kazamias, 2000). Here it is used in its 

broadest understanding, to denote the impact of both pan-European cooperation and EU 

approximation, i.e. the regional integration at large, on the ecological modernisation 

process in eastern Europe. 

 

                                                 
2 In the terminology of this article Eastern Europe is used as a common term to refer to the countries that previously belonged to the Warsaw 
pact. CEE is used to denominate countries in Central- and Eastern Europe west of the former Soviet Union, including the three Baltic 
Republics. NIS refers to the Newly Independent States, i.e. the former Soviet republics incl. Russia, but excluding the Baltic Republics. 
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The question which the article seeks to address is what impact ’Europeanization’ has had 

on ecological modernisation in central and eastern Europe. There are two different 

hypotheses. The first conforms to the intuitive expectation that one now, after a decade of 

reform and transition, should be able to trace marked signs of environmental 

improvement in the region. It is inspired by the ’caterpillar’ perspective on ecological 

modernisation, according to which we would expect the industry there to have 

transformed to less wasteful modes of production, in accordance with the new political 

and economic realities, and with a positive influence and contribution from the 

Europeanization process, such as the foreign assistance and east-west cooperation. The 

second hypothesis, which is rival to the previous one, is more cautious in its expectations,  

and stipulates that the impact of the Europeanization process depends more on domestic 

political processes and the degree to which these have been supportive for ecological 

modernisation. More specifically the degree of ecological modernisation is expected to 

depend on the capacity for environmental reform, as fostered and supported by the 

character of the political and socio-economic reform process. It is a hypothesis along the 

lines of the capacity building perspective on ecological modernisation. 

 

This problem formulation requires a yardstick for ecological modernisation. How do we 

know if a country has come further in its ecological transformation than other ? The 

analysis here builds on two types of yardsticks. In a first cut it relies on available 

environmental indicators. Ecological modernisation proceeds in different stages, from 

simple diffusion and end-of-pipe strategies, via cleaner technologies towards outright 

structural changes. As explained in more detail in a section below, the delinkage between 

different indicators and gross economic output can be used to assess the degree of 

transformation which has taken place. But while appropriate use of indicators can 

substantiate to which extent the ’caterpillar’ hypothesis is confirmed, statistical indicators 

are not sufficient for an assessment of the second hypothesis, which also requires an 

assessment of the political and institutional developments in each of the countries 

concerned. It is hence necessary to proceed to a more qualitative analysis, which draws 

on insights generated in collaboration with domestic experts and on basis of interviews in 

six CEE and two NIS countries (Andersen, 1998; KPMG, 1998). 

 

The analysis proceeds in three steps. First the pan-european environmental cooperation, 

as it has developed since 1990, is analysed and assessed. Particular focus is on the Dobris 
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process and assistance programmes of the European Union, PHARE and TACIS. The 

review of this part of the Europeanization process shows, that although environmental 

assistance may have played a catalytic role, the assistance has amounted to only a few per 

cent of the environmental investments in the region. Some fundamental difficulties with 

the strategies for assistance are also highlighted. Secondly, the article seeks to draw a 

balance of the ecological modernisation in eastern Europe on basis of available 

environmental indicators. The purpose is to see to which extent the transition from 

inefficient planned economies to more market-oriented systems, in conjunction with the 

environmental policies and the foreign assistance, have affected emission profiles and the 

structural burden on the environment. The picture that emerges is one of great diversity in 

the region, ranging from positive developments in Poland to ecological decay in Ukraine 

and Russia. In the third step, the article undertakes a more qualitative review of the 

domestic policy processes and the deliberations regarding capacity-building. This review 

shows a somewhat different pattern, than the one that emerges from the indicators, and 

the article ends with a discussion of the variables that affect the ecological modernisation 

process in eastern Europe, in particular the role of Europeanization. 

 

 

 

THE ”ENVIRONMENT-FOR-EUROPE” PROCESS.  
 

The "Environment for Europe" process was initiated with the Pan-European Conference 

at Dobris Castle in June 1991. At the invitation of the Minister of the Environment of 

former Czechoslovakia, the late Josef Vavroucek, the Ministers of the Environment of the 

United Nations Economic Commission of Europe (UNECE) and the OECD were invited 

to the conference for the purpose of establishing a new "European environmental space" - 

an idea which originally was closely linked to the security policy concept of a "Common 

European House". At the conference the Ministers agreed to strengthen cooperation on 

the development of European environmental policy and to pay special attention to 

problems in Eastern Europe. The Dobris-initiative gave environmental cooperation a 

'bottom-up' character, that contrasted much of the latter 'top-down' oriented assistance to 

Eastern Europe. The pan-european process led to subsequent conferences in Lucerne 

(Switzerland) 1993, Sofia (Bulgaria) 1995 and Århus (Denmark) 1998. The geographical 

coverage has gradually been extended, so that since 1993 governments from the 



 
 
 
 
 

 

 6 

European NIS region have participated in the process, and since 1998 also some central 

Asian NIS republics. International organisations, such as OECD, UNECE, the EU and a 

number of financial institutions including the World Bank, have participated in 

coordinating roles in the process. 

 

As regards the content of the cooperation four task forces were established to coordinate 

the "Environment for Europe" process (Klarer, 1997: 28). The first task force, led by the 

World Bank, the OECD and the European Commission, prepared a comprehensive 

environmental action programme for the CEE, which was to guide action and 

investments. The second task force, led by the European Commission prepared the 

comprehensive State of the Environment report "Europe's environment - the Dobris 

assessment", as published by the European Environment Agency. The third task force led 

by the UNECE was charged with preparing an action programme on the basis of the 

Dobris assessment. Finally a fourth task force led by the European Council and the 

International Union for Nature Conservation, developed a nature conservation strategy. 

For the latest conference in Århus a group of senior officials prepared the negotiations on 

the Convention of Public Participation and Access to Information (Brady, 1998). The 

"Environment for Europe" process hence became a platform for cooperation among 

environmental ministries of the European region.  

 

The "Environment for Europe" process was initiated in a spirit of optimism and with 

expectations that western Europe would provide considerable financial support to the 

countries in eastern Europe, in order to help them tackle their aggravating environmental 

problems, that in many places also constitute a menace to human health and welfare.  
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As regards the financial transfers several western countries supported the ”Environment-

for-Europe” process with bilateral assistance programmes. Not surprisingly it was 

northern European states like Germany and the Scandinavian countries which launched 

the most comprehensive programmes, but also UK and France offered financial support, 

as did USA and even Japan. Apart from the above mentioned reasons for cooperation 

there were basically three specific motives for the assistance from the point of view of the 

donors. 1) Transboundary pollution from Eastern Europe which affected many countries 

in western Europe, so that they saw a direct interest in giving financial support. 2) The 

regional and global security considerations compelled western countries to seek close 

cooperation with the new democratically elected governments. 3) Commercial interests 

of domestic eco-industries who saw a huge market for western technology and wanted to 

get their share of it. It is difficult to judge which of the three concerns, that was the 

overriding, but it is clear that security policy reasons lie behind the whole process of east-

west cooperation. 

 

The largest donor has been the European Union. EU environmental assistance has been 

offered in the context of the PHARE3 and TACIS4 programmes, which are general 

programmes for assistance to Eastern Europe. Although the programmes have their own 

specificities, they basically share the same objectives; to support the east European 

countries in their transformation from planned to market economies; to strengthen 

democratic institutions in these countries, and to help them develop closer ties with the 

European Union (Franco, 1995).  

                                                 
3. Poland and Hungary Assistance for the Reconstruction of the Economy - covers CEE. 
4. Technical Assistance to the Commonwealth of Independent States - covers NIS. 
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Environmental measures played a significant role especially in the start of the PHARE 

programme. In the first year environmental projects accounted for 21 per cent of PHARE 

assistance (McCaughey, 1994), but in the subsequent years the share declined, so that the 

average share for 1991-97 has been about 8 per cent. For the related energy 

subprogramme the share has been just 3 per cent (ERM, 1999: 30).  TACIS created an 

environmental subprogramme only in 1994, after some years during which the 

programme management maintained that environmental aspects would be integrated into 

other parts of the programme. In practice the main emphasis of TACIS has been the 

nuclear safety subprogramme, whereas the environment has been given only scant 

attention (total grants from 1990-97 about 65 mECU). The reasons for the TACIS-focus 

on nuclear safety appear to be entirely defensive.  

 

PHARE and TACIS have mainly featured 'soft' measures, such as feasibility studies, 

training programmes and institution building, but there have also been some support for 

investments. The programmes offer bilateral assistance, not only financed but also 

delivered by the EU. The total commitments from 1990-97 have amounted to 0,7 billion 

ECU, with 0,6 billion ECU spent by PHARE in CEE countries. In the early years there 

were only limited amounts of investments and equipments involved in the PHARE 

programme, but according to a recent review of the PHARE environmental assistance, 

investments in provision of physical assetts now account for 35 per cent of the 

disbursements (ERM, 1999:33).  

 

The main beneficiaries of PHARE environmental assistance have been Poland and 

Hungary (Klarer, 1997: 43; ERM, 1999:30). From 1991-97 they received more than half 

of the assistance targeted for individual countries. Other countries, such as Slovakia, 

Slovenia, Romania and the three Baltic Republics were late to receive environmental 

PHARE-assistance. Partly, this circumstance is a reflection of their own priorities. While 

the overall allocation of PHARE means follow objective factors such as population size, 

the support is allocated between target sectors according to the demands of each recipient 

country.  
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The amount of foreign assistance and the concept of ”Burden-sharing”  

Table 1 offers a total balance of western financial assistance during the ”Environment-

for-Europe” process. Counting all sources from 1990-97, the environmental assistance 

has amounted to about 2,4 billion ECU in bilateral assistance and 2,9 billion ECU in 

loans from international financial institutions. The most significant financial support has 

come from the EU, while the largest national donor has been Germany. Smaller European 

states, such as Denmark and the Netherlands have in relation to their population size 

given more substantial grants. Still, the figures also reveal that key EU member states 

such as France and the UK, have provided rather modest amounts of assistance, reflecting 

a certain asymmetry of interest in the environmental cooperation within the EU, as well 

as the relative weakness of environmental authorities in the latter two countries in the 

early 1990’s.  

 

Although the European Union is the largest bilateral donor, the environmental assistance 

that refers directly to the EU's budget would translate into just 0,15 per cent of the budget 

for the Common Agricultural Policy for the same period and the PHARE programme as a 

whole to 1,5-2 per cent. In view of the massive transformation problems and the 

proclamations on intensified european cooperaton this is hardly an impressive figure. On 

the other hand, the difficulties with identifying viable projects and actually delivering the 

assistance might have impeded more significant disbursements. Overall, the direct 

assistance has not amounted to any ’green Marshall-plan’ for Eastern Europe. 

 

In eastern Europe there have developed somewhat mixed feeling with the western 

environmental assistance. There is criticism of its bilateral character, which implies that it 

is tied to purchases of consulting services and equipment from the west. There is also a 

strong feeling, that the limited assistance that actually does arrive could be used more 

effectively. A disproportionate amount of money appears to be spent on expensive 

western consultants, even though many qualified technical experts are available at lower 

costs domestically. The preference is generally for equipment and hardware, i.e. actual 

investments, rather than feasibility studies and general capacity-building. 
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  MECU  ECU/cap. 

Japan 

Norway 

Switzerland 

USA 

sum, non-EU 

 245 

 53 

 83 

 211 

 593 

 2 

 13 

 12 

 0,81 

Austria 

Denmark 

Finland 

France 

Germany 

Netherlands 

Sweden 

UK 

European Commission  

sum, EU 

 67 

 262 

 65 

 27 

 466 

 120 

 83 

 16 

 706 

 1813 

 8 

 52 

 13 

 0,47 

 6 

 8 

 9 

 0,28 

 

EBRD 

EIB 

GEF 

NEFCO 

NIB 

WB 

sum, IFI's 

 655 

 779 

 75 

 62 

 171 

 1190 

 2931 

 

Table 1:  Commitments of environmental assistance to CEE countries and NIS (mECU) 1990-1997 

(Source: OECD, based on donor and IFI data). 

 

 

Already at the second pan-European conference in Lucerne in 1993 widespread 

frustration among the CEE countries with the lack of financial commitments was 

expressed (EE, 1993; Baumgartl, 1993). In acknowledgement of the limited financial 

means, the general policy for environmental investments soon became one of ’burden-

sharing’ rather than of massive western support. The East European countries were 

expected to apply for loans and credits from the international financial institutions, such 

as EBRD and the World Bank (Laurson, Melzer and Zylicz, 1995). This course provided 

a rugged road for environmental investments. 
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At least four difficulties have impeded the 'burden-sharing' policy. First of all, the acute 

need for investments in many other societal sectors have caused several governments in 

eastern Europe to take the position of not lending for environmental purposes, seen more 

as a luxury purpose. Secondly, the requirements of the international banks are generally 

so strict, both formally and financially, that very few environmental projects have been 

able to qualify for loans - and it has been argued that these projects might well have been 

financed by any commercial banker. Thirdly, the policy of the financial institutions is to 

offer large, administratively feasible loans, a lending policy which is at odds with the 

many small and medium sized environmental projects dispersed across a number of 

potential actors. Finally the environmental administrations in eastern Europe lack 

experience in environmental financing and have difficulties in fulfilling the formal 

requirements with regard to project appraisal by the bankers.  

 
The majority of the loans were provided in 1994-95, while activities have been declining 

since then (OECD, 1998). The EBRD, for example, offered loans for environmental 

projects worth 322 million ECU in 1995 but only 93 million ECU worth in 1997. The 

declining rate of environmental loans from the International Financial Institutions is 

believed to reflect that some Eastern countries have preferred primarily to mobilise 

domestic resources from environmental funds etc., while others currently lack the 

economic capacity to undertake environmental investments at all, even if backed by the 

IFI’s. 

 

When the foreign assistance is compared with the domestic sources of environmental 

financing, it becomes clear that the East European countries have had to finance most 

environmental investments on their own (Andersen, 1998). In the CEE countries the 

foreign assistance have generally not exceeded 5 per cent of annual environmental 

investments, not even in Poland and Hungary who have been the largest recipients, and 

the contribution is in most cases closer to 1-2 per cent. Only in the Baltic states has the 

assistance reached a share of 30-35 per cent of the investments, thanks mainly to aid from 

Nordic countries. In Russia the foreign assistance has been estimated to make up about 7 

per cent of environmental financing, but this figure is inflated by the sharp decline in 

domestic disbursements. 
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New assistance strategy 

 

The ”Environment for Europe” process called for a mobilisation of resources that was not 

fully returned by the EU or by its memberstates. Nor was the process entirely embraced 

by the governments in eastern Europe. The result of the Dobris initiative was hence not a 

’green’ Marshall plan for Europe, but rather the creation of a vivid environmental 

network, which helped improve the capacity for environmental and ecological 

modernisation in east European countries.  

 

In recent years the focus in environmental cooperation has shifted towards the 

problematique of accession to the EU of east European countries, and the need for them 

to comply with the EU environmental acquis. In addition to PHARE a new financial 

instrument, ISPA5, has been introduced to support environmental investments in the 

candidate countries. ISPA will commit one third of its means for environment purposes, 

i.e. a financial assistance in the magnitude of 0,5 billion Euro annually (EE, 2000). The 

launch of ISPA was accompanied by the familiar invoking of the role of IFI’s, as the 

available means still compare unfavourably with the European Commission’s assessment 

that the cost of complying with the environmental acquis for the ten candiate countries 

will amount to 100-120 billion Euro (EDC, 1997).6 ISPA nevertheless represents a 

significant increase of the commitment of the EU for environmental assistance, which in 

each of the coming years will provide assistance close to the level provided for the entire 

period 91-97.  

 

The new assistance strategy implies, that environmental cooperation and support will be 

tied to those countries that are able to make progress in the enlargement process. In this 

way the assistance may come to place a premium on de jure compliance with EU 

legislation, rather than the environmental aspects per se. The EU assistance strategy also 

has a strong focus on CEE countries, whereas Russia and other NIS countries are seen as 

less worthy of support. Only the Nordic countries have launched environmental 

assistance projects in Russia, but their activities can not make up for the deficit in EU 

attention. 

                                                 
5 Instrument for Structural Policies for Pre-Accession. 
6 Many observers believe that the Commissions figure for approximation costs are inflated and mainly intended to place environmental 
issues at ’the heart of the negotiations’ to paraphrase one leading DG Environment official. Readers of the report will note that estimates 
are based on dated figures, not taking into account the marked improvements and investments since 1992-93. 
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Before discussing the merits of this orientation, it will be useful to consider the 

achievements since 1989 in relation to the initial hypotheses. 
 
 
 

THE ’CATERPILLAR’ HYPOTHESIS: THE TREND TOWARDS 

ECOLOGICAL MODERNISATION  

 
By tradition, many of us are used to thinking of Eastern Europe as one region with 

common problems. Already before the collapse of the planned economies this was not 

entirely fair, and the past decade appears to have made this line of thinking even more 

unreasonable. The situation differs considerably across the region as regards 

environmental policy and its advances since 1989.  

 

In order to aquire an overview of the transition process and its environmental 

implications we may consider the insights on the ecological modernisation process that 

can be extracted from the data released by the European Environmental Agency in its 

Dobris2 report at the occasion of the Aarhus Conference in 1998.  

 

A systematic comparison forces the analyst to focus on air pollution indicators, because it 

is the only field where consistent datasets are available across the region. Since the trends 

in such indicators not only may reflect the impact of pollution control, but also the effect 

of economic decline, any use of them for analytical purposes requires one to control for 

the simultaneous economic development, which in lack of more specific data is best 

captured by the general development in the gross domestic product, GDP.  
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As regards the air pollution indicators the SOx and NOx emission data represent an 

indicator for traditional smokestack pollutants, which can be remedied by end-of-pipe 

(EOP) technologies. End-of-pipe measures are usually deplored for their problem-shifting 

characteristics, i.e. they transfer environmental problems from one recipient to another 

(i.e. air pollution to slags and cinders). For CO2-emissions, on the other hand, there are 

no available end-of-pipe technologies. CO2-emissions can only be curbed through more 

encompassing structural change, i.e. a shift away from heavy industries or changed 

transport structures. 

 

The indicators are hence different in nature. We may recall that the socalled Kuznet’s 

curve, on the relationship between economic growth and pollution, applies to SO2 but not 

to CO2 (Perman et. al., 1999). This is largely because SO2, as also NOx, are pollutants 

that can be remedied by available but expensive technologies, which seem to require a 

certain level of affluence. The presence of such a ’get-rich-get-clean’ syndrome would 

support expectations for positive environmental effects from the transition process in 

eastern Europe. CO2-emissions, on the other hand, mirror directly the use of fossil fuels, 

but despite the more efficient use of such fuels in advanced industrial societies, no 

Kuznets curve can be identified. CO2-emissions increase and decrease with economic 

activity, and there are so far no ways to ’mask’ these emissions through sophisticated 

technologies.  

 

Since ecological modernisation by definition is linked with cleaner technology and 

structural change, whereas end-of-pipe technologies at best represent a premature phase 

of such modernisation, we can take changes in the CO2-emissions relative to GDP as a 

rough indicator for the degree of ecological modernisation, which has taken place. It is 

useful, however, to match these change, with the changes taking place in SOx/NOx 

emissions relative to GDP. 

 

In figure 1 the developments from 1990-1995 in GDP and in the emissions of SO2/Nox 

and CO2  are shown. Generally GDP and air pollution emissions have declined in the 

region, and the numbers provided for each country in figure 1 represent the relative 

declines since 1990. Note that in this way the positive development in GDP for Poland is 

represented as a negative figure (-11).  Of course each pollutant can be expected to 

decline with a decline in GDP. The frequent statement, that improvements in the 
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environmental situation in eastern European countries merely reflect economic decline, 

and not the impact of environmental policies, does not appear to be a reasonable 

observation however. There is considerable variation across the region. In five countries 

emissions have declined more than GDP, while in three countries the reverse is true. The 

five countries which have experienced a larger decline in pollution than in GDP are 

mainly the central european ones, while the former Soviet republics (except Estonia) 

have experienced a decline in GDP which exceeds the pollution decline. 

 

To reach a more simple expression of the relationship between GDP developments and 

developments in the emission indicators, the relationships have been standardised in 

figure 2.7  EOP denotes the development in the pollutants SO2/Nox, which may be 

controlled by means of end-of-pipe solutions. EM denotes the CO2-indicator, which 

reflects more the structural change in the economy, i.e. ’ecological modernisation’. The 

extent to which that a delinkage has taken place between GDP and emissions is reflected 

in the numbers for each country in figure 2. We can see, for instance, that the delinkage 

between GDP and the EOP-indicator is much at the same level in three of the central 

European countries (Poland, Czech Rep., Slovakia), while for EM the development is 

more positive in Poland than in the other two. Generally there are only limited scores on 

the EM-indicator across the region, and in three countries (Russia, Ukraine and 

Lithuania) the EM-scores are markedly negative. They suggest that a negative 

environmental transformation is taking place. On the more positive side, we may note 

how Estonia has departed from the development trend of the former Soviet republics, and 

has an EM-score even higher than Poland, while the EOP-score is somewhat lower. 

These figures can be interpreted to suggest that the structural transformation has been 

marked in Estonia, while the impact of environmental policies are less pronounced than 

in the central european countries. Overall, the two indicators suggest that Eastern Europe 

can be divided into four distinct groups. Poland and Estonia emerge as two countries 

which are’ahead’ of the region. The Czech Republic and Slovakia can be noted for 

parallel and modestly positive developments. Romania balances closer to the edge 

between modernisation and decay, but remains on the modestly positive side. Russia, 

Ukraine and Lithuania have experienced a deterioration.  

 

                                                 
7 The figures are standardised according to the following formula: (100 + g)-(100 + e)/(100 + g)*100, where g denotes change in GDP and 
e denotes change in emission. 
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The two indicators give a rough indication of the diversified pattern that has developed in 

the eastern European region in recent years. Had a longer timeseries been available, it 

would have shown that Lithuania has shifted to a situation more like Romania’s, but 

unfortunately consistent data for the region becomes available only with considerable 

delay. 

 

However simplified the picture that is drawn on the basis of these few air pollution 

indicators, it does not allow us to confirm the ’caterpillar’ hypothesis. An ecological 

modernisation process has not developed across the entire region as a natural component 

of the transition process, it is quite on the contrary the case, that the trends towards 

ecological modernisation are weak or absent in many countries, while just a few display 

the hypothesized patterns.  

 

 

THE CAPACITY-BUILDING HYPOTHESIS 
 

In order to account for the pattern of divergence as regards ecological modernization, we 

now consider the role of the domestic political developments and the specific attempt 

towards capacity-building in the environmental field. In the following the findings on the 

eight countries that were subject to our research are briefly summarised (Andersen, 

1998). (Full and extensive country analysis are available in (KPMG, 1998)). 

 
Poland has been the largest recipient of western environmental aid, but as noted above, 

such funds make up less than 5 per cent of the environmental investments from 1990-

1995. An important contribution to the Polish success was the establishment of the 

National Environmental Fund, as well as the many local and regional environmental 

funds. The National Environmental Fund was established in the revolution year 1989 and 

based its incomes on environmental charges and findes. The significance of its operation 

is that during the first difficult years of transition, it was able to accumulate revenue, 

which could be used for investments and co-financing with donors and IFI’s, despite the 

difficult economic situation of the country. In terms of capacity-building its creation was 

an important step at the right moment early in the start phase of transition. It came to 

institutionalize the concerns which had developed in the preceding years, and which had 

found a particular strong expression in independent NGO’s. It has financed a 
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considerable part of the environmental investments in Poland (cf. Sleszynski, 1998), 

which has made impressive advances, for instance in water pollution control, where the 

coverage now is better than many places in Southern Europe. Of equal significance is the 

circumstance that the general economic situation has developed in a favourable way, and 

has increased the possibilities for investing in environmental protection. Succesful 

economic reforms and the level of foreign direct investments explain the high growth 

rates. 

 

In the Czech Republic the start phase was in many ways parallel to the situation in 

Poland. During the years 1990-92 the influential Federal Environment Committee of the 

former Czechoslovakia, which consisted of many former NGO activists, managed to 

prepare and push through ambitious environmental legislation particularly in the field of 

air pollution control. Different from Poland, however, environmental protection came to 

experience a serious recession after the 1992 ’velvet divorce’ from Slovakia.The Federal 

Environment Committee was abolished, and the new institutions were less powerful and 

enjoyed not the same political significance. The Czech Republic had also created an 

environmental fund, but it did not come to enjoy the same autonomy as the Polish fund, 

and was under control of the ministries (Baker and Jehlicka, 1998; Jehlicka and Branis, 

1998). The strict air pollution legislation is still in force, however, and while based on a 

strict application of the polluter-pays-principle, it has compensated for the absence of 

fund autonomy, and seems to be a major reason for the significant delinkage between air 

pollution emissions and economic output. There have also been advances in waste water 

management, but not as strong as in Poland. 

 

In Slovakia the environmental policy recession, following the ’divorce’, became more 

serious than in the Czech Republic. The Meciar regime reduced environmental expendi-

tures to an absolute minimum, although the country’s economic development was 

actually favourable. It cynically decided to rely on foreign donors, rather than on its own 

resources, but as donors expected cofinancing there were not many projects that actually 

were implemented. The developments in Slovakia were further marked by "the 

resignation of many experts from the state environmental administration, restrictions in 

budgeting for the environmental sector, constraints in presenting environmental themes in 

the mass media, environmental legislation stagnation and the continuing development of 

anti-environmental and unsustainable trends and activities" (Szollos et. al., 1998: 96). It 
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is an interesting paradox, that Slovakia inherited a strict air pollution legislation (similar 

to the Czech) and partly allowed its implementation. There were few economic reforms 

in Slovakia, as Meciars powerbase was in the heavy industries, but the economy 

performed reasonably well, and the attained growth rates are unusual for a country with 

limited political and economic reforms.  

 

In Romania the lack of political reforms and the serious economic situation has impeded 

the development of environmental policy (Constantin, 1998). The country has the most 

polluting and energy intensive industry in all of CEE, with many serious and health 

threatening types of emissions, with the cement industry delivering some of the more 

spectacular ones. Different from Poland and the Czech Republic there were not any 

strong or active environmental NGO’s on the political scene after the fall of the former 

regime, and the old nomenclature was able to hold on to political power. The 

environmental ministry has remained weak, but some regional authorities have taken a 

more active position against local polluters and in issues of nature protection. However, 

the key pollution parameters follow the trend in the economic development, and began 

immediately to increase again as the economy temporarily showed signs of improvement 

in the mid-1990's. 

 

Estonia: Estonia has had a stable political situation, and  the economic reforms have 

been quite consistent, and have caused a quick abolition of traditional smokestack 

industries, which explains the large decrease in CO2-emissions. However, prior to 

independence, the regional Soviet environmental administrations did not have any real 

competencies, so the need first to create truly independent environmental administration 

slowed legislative progress in the Baltic states compared with countries in central Europe. 

But a considerable inflow of foreign environmental support to Estonia, in particular from 

Finland and other Nordic countries, have caused improvements regarding waste water 

treatment and in the water supply sector (ECE, 1996), and have compensated for the 

circumstance that the Estonian environmental fund is feeble.   

 

The situation in Lithuania , another Baltic state, differs in many respects from the 

Estonian situation. The initial decline in GDP was more serious (60 per cent 1990-93), 

and the economic situation has stabilised at a low and difficult level. Also here the inflow 

of Nordic environmental aid has had a certain leverage on environmental policy, but 
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improvements in environmental pressure await the implementation of key investment 

projects (ECE, 1995). The Ignalina nuclear power plant (of same reactor type as 

Chernobyl) which supplies 80 per cent of Lithuania's energy, explains why air pollution 

is less serious, but its future presents a formidable diplomatic and economic challenge. 

 

In Russia environmental policy has by and large been dismantled during the country's 

economic and political crisis (OECD, 2000). GDP has declined sharply, but emissions of 

SO2 and CO2 less so. The result is that the relation between GDP and emissions is even 

worse than before 1990 ! Environmental investments as a share of GDP have been fairly 

constant, but have declined in absolute terms due to the decline in GDP. The Russian 

economy not only remains pollution-intensive - its outdated technology and infra-

structure also poses serious health threats to the population. Official data which has 

become available in recent years show that 15 per cent of the country is regarded as zones 

of ecological catastrophe. About half of the population is supplied with drinking water 

that does not meet sanitary requirement. Air pollution exceeds permitted levels in more 

than 200 cities and 1.4 billion tons of toxic waste is generated annually, while facilities 

for treatment are practically absent (see Nikitina and Kotov, 1998 for a more full 

overview). Life-expectancy ranks among the lowest in the industrialised countries.  

 

In the Soviet period, environmental responsibilities rested with sectoral ministries that 

also were responsible for production and exploitation of natural resources. In 1988 

former General Secretary Gorbatjov created a State Committee for Nature Protection, and 

in 1991 this institution was promoted into the Ministry for the Environment and Natural 

Resources. The Ministry aquired competences and responsibilities from a range of other 

ministries, but a bureaucratic competition for tasks and responsibilities continued.  The 

result of this process has been a gradual weakening of the environmental authorities from 

1994 and onwards. In 1996 the Ministry was degraded to a powerless State Committee 

without a Minister, and no longer had a voice in the government. Competencies regarding 

natural resources and control with the Russian environmental fund were shifted to other 

ministries of economic orientation. The developments culminated in the summer 2000 

when President Putin decided to abolish the State Committee and subsume its activities 

under the Ministry for Natural Resources (ENDS, 2000).  

 

A contemporary Russian phenomenon is 'underfinancing': although the federation 
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formally allocates revenues in the budget, the means are not available. Hence, the 

national environmental fund is believed to finance salaries for employees in the 

environmental administration from its limited means, although it is not supposed to. 

Corruption is also widespread in government institutions in Russia today.  

 

Ukraine has found itself in a painful and difficult transformation process after the 

dissolution of the former Soviet Union. Political reforms in Ukraine have been slow or 

absent, while GDP has declined more than 50 per cent compared to 1990. Emissions have 

declined less than GDP. Environmental expenditures are assessed to have been at the 

level of 2.7 per cent of GDP in 1994. The ostensible expenditure includes costs related to 

the clean-up after the Chernobyl nuclear accident. The technical and material standards of 

the Soviet period imply that the remaining life expectancy for water supply systems is 

assessed to be little more than 10 years in many cities. Due to interruptions in water 

supply, the leakage of sewage water from decayed sewer systems into water supply pipes 

is common, and water supply is not of a safe bacteriological standard. In 1998 a National 

Environmental Action Plan was approved by the parliament. The plan is a result of the 

NEAP process, but lacks clear priorities, clear targets and specific initiatives (Diukanov, 

1998). Environmental funds in Ukraine are weak. The pricing of water and sewage 

follows the principles from the Soviet period and have not been reformed. Foreign 

environmental assistance to Ukraine has been almost absent.  

 

As an illustration of the different levels of activity in environmental policy, table 2 shows 

that the level of environmental investments, measured as a share of GDP, varies 

considerably across the region. They appear to be highest in Poland and the Czech 

Republic and lowest in Russia and other former Soviet Republics. 
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 Share of GDP 

comparable methodology: 

Poland1) 

Hungary1) 

Slovenia1) 

Lithuania1) 

Russia1) 

Georgia1) 

 

 1,11 

 0,61 

 0,44 

 0,46 

 0,36 

 0,00 

various sources: 

Czech Republic2) 

Slovakia3) 

Romania4) 

Bulgaria5) 

Estonia6) 

Latvia 

Ukraine7) 

 

 2,4 

 0,28 

 0,8 

 1,3 

 1,8 

 n.a. 

 2,7 

Table 2.  Domestic pollution abatement and control investments in selected CEEC/NIS, as a share of GDP 

(per cent) 1) OECD, 1998. 2) SOE, 1998. 3) Szollos et. al., 1998: 111 4) Constantin, 1998. 5) OECD, 

1997. 6) ECE, 1996. 

 

To end this brief summary of the domestic capacity-building process, it is clear that 

environmental policies are relatively best developed in Poland and the Czech Republic. 

In Romania environmental policy-making and its implementation has been affected by 

the generally slow pace of reforms and a reluctant government. The Baltic states are 

better off, as environmental policies have been propelled by considerable foreign aid, 

particularly of  Nordic origin, which has provided the environmental ministries with 

increased leverage in the domestic political process. In the NIS countries (Russia and 

Ukraine) the situation is much more difficult both in physical environmental and political 

terms, as a viable framework for environmental financing and policy-making has 

generally not been developed. The political developments in Slovakia are in many ways 

similar, and reflect a hostile attitude of the political elite towards democratization and the 

emergence of independent organizations, such as environmental NGOs, which also is 

seen in Russia. 
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It is interesting to note, that the four ’classes’ of environmental capacity-building, despite 

some overlap,  do not directly match the levels of modernisation, as typified with the two 

indicators. Table 3 gives an overview of the groupings according to the two indicators 

and according to the capacity-building hypothesis. The ranking is in many ways similar, 

but there are two notable differences: Estonia and the Czech republic have exchanged 

places, but only incrementally. For Lithuania and Slovakia the shift is more remarkable: 

in terms of capacity-building Lithuania is in the second group, while Slovakia is placed in 

the bottom group along with Russia and Ukraine.  

 

Indicators for 

modernisation  

(EM/EOP 

combined)  

   

(1) 

Poland 

Estonia 

(2) 

Czech Republic 

Slovakia 

(3) 

Romania 

(4) 

Ukraine 

Russia 

Lithuania 

Capacity-building 

Groupings: 

   

(1) 

Poland 

Czech Republic 

(2) 

Estonia 

Lithuania 

(3) 

Romania 

(4) 

Ukraine 

Russia 

Slovakia 

Table 3: Country ranking according to EM-groupings and capacity-building levels. 
 

 

The reason that Slovakia has a relatively high score on the indicators, despite the 

suppression of environmental institutions, appear to lie with the legacy from the 

federation with the Czech Republic. And the reason that Lithuania fares poorly on the 

indicators despite strengthened capacity could be an anomaly connected with the low 

level of CO2-emissions due to the predominance of nuclear power, but is clearly also 

related to the dramatic decline in GDP (-60 per cent). In general the relationship is so, 

that the countries which have the poorest environmental performance are those who have 

experienced the most dramatic decline in GDP – Russia, Ukraine and Lithuania.  
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These findings indicate, that there is an intricate relationship between scores on the 

environmental indicators, the domestic capacity-building process as supported by foreign 

assistance and the broader economical and political framework conditions. Clearly the 

political reforms establish the frameworks for economic developments and restructuring, 

but these framework conditions seem to affect the ecological modernisation process (as 

reflected in the indicators) via the capacity-building process. A notable contrast is the one 

between Romania and the Czech Republic, where the GDP-decline is similar, but the 

latter country has a higher indicator-score, particularly on the EOP-indicator. As regards 

the EM-indicator it is more difficult to establish influences from environmental capacity-

building. The cases of Estonia and Poland seem to indicate a close relationship mainly 

between succesful economic reforms and restructuring, as these countries have the 

strongest delinkage between CO2-emissions and GDP. An interesting test-case is 

Lithuania, whose economic situation is similar to Russia and Ukraine, but which due to 

foreign assistance has reached a higher level of capacity. It would require a longer time-

series to draw conclusions on this case.   

 

In relation to the second hypothesis on the role of capacity-building for ecological 

modernisation, it requires inclusion of both types of indicators to conclude that there is 

some relationship between capacity-building and the degree of ecological modernisation. 

We can not only from the EM-indicator claim a relationship, but need to see the 

movements on the EOP-indicator as a reflection of the deliberations of capacity-building. 

This is not a very strong conclusion, but there is a need for more conceptual and 

theoretical analysis of the mechanisms in the transition process, and such analysis would 

not only require more developed analytical tools, but also more types of data and perhaps 

especially longer timeseries than those presently available.  
 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

 

Despite positive trends, we have seen much less ecological modernisation in eastern 

Europe than many would have expected ten years ago, and surprisingly the ecological 

decay of some countries has expanded even further. The academic language does not 

offer an appropriate term for the contrast to ’ecological modernisation’, but since the 
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negative developments appear to be the result of rather conscious attempts to dismantle 

environmental institutions and to suppress environmental issues and interest 

organisations ’ecological subversion’ could be an appropriate term. 

 

Analysis of key air pollution indicators and the development in GDP in eight countries, 

showed that the trends towards ecological modernisation are weak or absent in most 

countries, while only few display the hypothesized patterns. The ’caterpillar’ hypothesis 

on the revolving character of ecological modernisation could not be confirmed. It was not 

possible to confirm a competing hypothesis on the impact of capacity-building either, but 

the analysis was less conclusive here. There is much reason to assume that there is a 

subtle interplay between political and economical reforms, capacity-building in the 

environmental sector and the degree of ecological modernisation attained. 

 

While many regard environmental issues as peripheral to the transition process, they are 

in fact intimately connected with the major economic and political issues at stake. The 

ineffective energy supply systems, with substantial losses, and reliance on pollution-

intensive fuels, are costly to the economies. For Ukraine and other NIS countries the high 

energy consumption is based on Russian imports, and entail continued political 

dependence.  The degradation of the environment and the exploitation of natural 

resources undermines the future economic capacity of the region. The dilapidated 

infrastructure in water management causes additional burdens on the strained health 

sector. There seems to be considerable room for ”win-win” solutions if these problems 

were addressed more directly, but the opportunity remains poorly understood among 

many key decision-makers in the region. Ecological modernisation is not merely about 

improved efficiency, however, but implies more farreaching structural and politial 

changes. 

 

This article basically addressed the impact of ”Europeanization” on the ecological 

modernisation process in eastern Europe. The review of the Dobris process and the 

foreign assistance supplied by EU and others, showed that the efforts to ”Europeanize” in 

the main were directed towards the CEE countries, who have received the bulk of the 

financial support, while limited attention and support has been directed to Russia and the 

other Newly Independent States, and then mainly related to nuclear safety. Despite the 

rhetoric on pan-european cooperation, the actual ’Europeanization’ process is not very 
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inclusive. The tendency to focus on CEE countries and the issue of EU-accession is not 

limited to the environmental field, but is a characteristic of the EU’s general policy vis-à-

vis eastern Europe. Although the foreign environmental assistance is quite limited in 

relation to the needs, it does not appear to be spent according to where the needs are most 

pressing. 

 

It remains an open question whether a more whole-hearted attempt to ’Europeanize’ 

Russia and the NIS countries could improve the chances for ecological modernisation 

there. The pessimistic position in this debate maintains that Russia is on a self-destructive 

course and that it is not possible to engage in fruitful cooperation in the present 

circumstances. Corruption, nationalism and red tape has already impeded too many 

attempts. The optimists, who are fewer in numbers, are those who are determined that the 

security dimension of the ’Europeanization’ process should not be neglected, and that 

even symbolic action may serve a purpose in this respect. While the pessimists seem 

presently to have the upper hand in the formulation of EU policies, the optimists find 

inspiration in the Kyoto protocol and its emphasis on flexible mechanisms, which may 

facilitate financial transfers and renewed cooperation with Russia, Ukraine and other NIS 

countries.  
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The environmental transition

Figure 1: Relative declines in GDP and air pollution emissions in CEE and NIS 
(1990-1995). Source: EEA (1998).
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Relative performance
standardized change; 1990-95

Figure 2: Indicators for ecological modernisation (EM) and emissions control by 
EOP-solutions (EOP) in CEE and NIS (see text). Source: EEA and own calculations
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