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Abstract: 

This article analyses the emergence of an environmental policy of the European Communities (EC) in 

the 1970s in terms of the Europeanisation of the environment. Drawing on the conceptual literature 

on Europeanisation, three different types of Europeanisation are distinguished: first, Europeanisation 

as establishment of institutions and policy making at the EC-level, secondly, Europeanisation as the 

EC's impact on the member state, and thirdly, societal Europeanisation, as a process of establishing 

transnational cooperation of societal actors across the EC. The article disentangles the process of 

Europeanisation of the environment emphasising the beginnings of Europeanisation in the context of 

the Council of Europe and the take-over by the EC of policy ideas and principles from the 

international level. Furthermore, it addresses the rapid emergence of societal Europeanisation, 

notably by anticipating the European impact on member state legislation. 
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1) Europeanisation and the political invention of the environment 

The European Union (EU) is a major player in environmental policy today. Internationally, the EU has 

become a leader in global environmental negotiations on issues such as climate change, presenting a 

common European view. In Europe, the environmental norms set by the EU also deeply affect and shape 

national environmental policy making in the member states. This has led to a convergence of 

environmental standards starting in Western Europe, now extending also to Central and Eastern Europe. 

Political scientists consider the policy area of the environment as surprisingly thoroughly Europeanised.1 

Despite its pivotal role at present, at the time of the "political invention of the environment" in 

the early 1970s, the European Communities (EC), the institutional predecessor of the EU, was a late-

comer. An EC environmental policy only started in the aftermath of the 1972 Stockholm United Nations 

(UN) conference on the human environment with the First Environmental Action Programme of 1973.2 

Other international and regional organisations in Europe such as the UN's Economic Commission for 

Europe (ECE), the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), and the Council 

of Europe (CoE) had been active in this field much earlier. It is them, rather than the EC, which deserve 

credit for having turned the environment into a political issue in Europe.3 Similarly, many national 

governments placed the novel issue of the environment on the national political agenda in 1970/71 by 

appointing environmental ministers – such as France and the United Kingdom (UK), or by establishing an 

environmental programme, as did West Germany in 1971. Only subsequently did the member states agree 

to Europeanise this policy at the level of the EC.4 

This article sets out to explore the establishment of environmental policy at the level of the EC 

and its consequences as a process of the Europeanisation of the environment. Starting with a brief 

                                                           
1 David Benson et Andrew Jordan, « Environmental Policy », dans European Union Politics, éd. Michelle Cini 
et Nieves Pérez-Solórzano Borragán, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2010, p. 358-373, p. 359. 
2 Council of the European Communities, « Declaration of the Council of the European Communities and 
of the representatives of the Governments of the Member States meeting in the Council of 22 November 
1973 on the programme of action of the European Communities on the environment », Official Journal of 
the European Communities, 16, C 112, 20 December 1973 (1973), p. 1ff. 
3 Kai F. Hünemörder, « Vom Expertennetzwerk zur Umweltpolitik. Frühe Umweltkonferenzen  und die 
Ausweitung der öffentlichen Aufmerksamkeit für Umweltfragen in Europa (1959-1972) », Archiv für 
Sozialgeschichte, 43 (2003), p. 275-296. 
4 Hans-Dietrich Genscher, Erinnerungen, Berlin, Siedler, 1995, p. 128; Michael Bess, The Light Green Society. 
Ecology and Technological Modernity in France, 1960-2000, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2003, p. 83; 
John Mccormick, British Politics and the Environment, London, Earthscan, 1991, p. 16f. 
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discussion of the various understandings of the notion of Europeanisation by political scientists and 

historians alike, I will propose a conceptualisation that allows us shed light on its different dimensions. 

The concept will then be used to analyse how Europeanisation played out in the emerging environmental 

policy in the 1970s, focusing on the creation of the overarching policy framework of the First 

Environmental Action Programme of 1973, which provided the central political point of reference until 

the formal establishment of a Treaty base in the Single European Act in 1987. For a conclusion, I will re-

consider to what extent it makes sense to analyse the emergence of EC environmental policy as a process 

of Europeanisation.5 

 

2. Defining Europeanisation 

Like Americanisation, Europeanisation is both a territorialised and a procedural term. Territorialised terms 

are attractive and convenient shorthands, which evoke a variety of associations. For analytical purposes 

their elusiveness is rather a drawback.6 Essentially such a term describes a relation between a territory or 

territorial actor and an object of change or transformation. This relation may involve a direct 

transformative impact, or adaptation by the object to the norms associated with the territory.7 As a 

procedural term, Europeanisation is ambiguous, since "-isations" tend to both describe a process of 

change and the anticipated – or intended – end result of this process.8 Historians have thus warned against 

the teleological undertones implied in a concept of directional change, and called for including counter-

currents and alternatives into the analysis, too.9 

                                                           
5 This article draws on the larger project “Protecting the Environment. Transnational Networks in the 
Emergence of a New EC Policy in the 1970s”. This research was supported by a Marie Curie Intra 
European Fellowship and a Marie Curie Intra European Reintegration Grant within the 7th European 
Community framework programme, as well as by the Danish Research Council (FKK) within the project 
“Transnational History” at Aarhus University. It also benefitted from a fellowship at the Kolleg-
Forschergruppe (KFG) “The Transformative Power of Europe” www.transformeurope.eu, hosted at Free 
University Berlin, funded by the German Science Foundation (DFG). 
6 Christian Berndt, « Territorialized Key Words and Methodological Nationalism. Cultural Constructions 
of Institutional Change in Germany », European Urban and Regional Studies, 10 (2003), p. 283-295, p. 283, 
292f. 
7 Jim Buller et Andrew Gamble, « Conceptualising Europeanisation », here p. 10, 
http://aei.pitt.edu/1724/01/bullerandgamble.pdf [16 April 2008]. 
8 Peter J. Taylor, « Izations of the World: Americanization, Modernization and Globalization », dans 
Demystifying Globalization, éd. Colin Hay et David Marsh, Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2000, p. 49-70, p. 50. 
9 Ulrike Von Hirschhausen et Kiran Klaus Patel, « Europeanization in History », dans Europeanization in the 
Twentieth Century: Historical Approaches, éd. Martin Conway et Kiran Klaus Patel, New York, Palgrave, 2010, 
p. 1-18, p. 3f. 
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In order to define Europeanisation, three questions have to be raised: First, regarding the object 

of transformation: Who or what is being transformed? Secondly, regarding the reasons for change: Who 

or what causes the transformation? Thirdly, regarding the direction of change: What is the anticipated end 

result, or – to be less teleological – the direction of the transformative process? 

First, various objects of Europeanisation have been spelled out in the academic literature: 

Traditionally, Europeanisation referred to making places outside Europe (appear) more European. Similar 

to the way we tend to use Americanisation today, it denoted the refashioning of non-European places (or 

peripheral places within Europe) along the lines of European norms and models, economic, political, 

cultural and social structures, as well as landscapes, notably by colonialism.10 Political scientists, however, 

look at how Europeanisation affects states and institutions in Europe itself, for instance, by changing the 

geographical boundaries of "Europe" through enlargement, by establishing European-level institutions 

and – conversely – by the impact these institutions have on the member states.11 Historians have also 

pointed to European societies and societal actors as objects of change.12 

Secondly, the territorialised term implies that "Europe" is a causal factor. In what has been called 

the "top-down" perspective, Europeanisation denotes the impact of the EU on the nation state, its 

institutions, its politics and administration, and its society. Conversely, in a "bottom-up" perspective, the 

member states of the EU are considered an important causal factor. It is them who not only created, but 

constantly reshaped Europe, i.e. the EU. These are analytical distinctions; in actual practice, these causes 

frequently interact.13 

Thirdly, the anticipated direction or end result of the process is usually deemed to be "more 

Europe", rather than less, and/or more intra-European similarity. Where Europeanisation referred to 

European institution-building, it was usually expected that it would lead to the establishment of an ever 

more integrated political system comprising a growing range of policy areas. Where Europeanisation 

                                                           
10 Johan P. Olsen, « Europeanization », dans European Union Politics, éd. Michelle Cini, Oxford, Oxford UP, 
2003, p. 333-348, p. 339f; Hartmut Kaelble et Martin Kirsch, « Einleitung: Zur Europäisierung des 
Selbstverständnisses und der Gesellschaft der Europäer im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert », dans Selbstverständnis 
und Gesellschaft der Europäer. Aspekte der sozialen und kulturellen Europäisierung im späten 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, 
éd. Hartmut Kaelble et Martin Kirsch, Frankfurt, Peter Lang, 2008, p. 11-26, p. 13. 
11 Olsen, « Europeanization », p. 334. 
12 Kaelble et Kirsch, « Einleitung: Zur Europäisierung des Selbstverständnisses und der Gesellschaft der 
Europäer im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert », p. 14. 
13 Tanja A. Börzel et Diana Panke, « Europeanization », dans European Union Politics, éd. Michelle Cini et 
Nieves Pérez-Solórzano Borragán, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2010, p. 405-417. 
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referred to the impact of the EU on national policies this usually implied the expectation of a convergence 

of policies and political institutions throughout Europe.14 Such expectations proved to be problematic in 

two respects. On the one hand, they tend to lead to teleological analyses, which ignore countervailing 

processes. On the other, the empirical evidence of the process has demonstrated that these processes are 

more complex and may lead to the Europeanisation of institutions, but at the same time to new 

divergence, as European policies are re-fractured through the prism of national institutions and traditions. 

Consequently, instead of stating an expectation, it might be more appropriate to treat Europeanisation as 

an open question: To what extent do we observe common institution-building in Europe and European 

convergence? And: to what extent are there processes pointing in the opposite direction? 

With regard to an inquiry into the Europeanisation of environmental policy, I would like to 

distinguish three dimensions of Europeanisation: First, Europeanisation as institution-building includes 

the establishment of policy-making competences in a new field at the European level. It may be 

understood as a "bottom-up" process, i.e. the shift of policy making from the national to the EC-level. 

However, this is only half of the story. Since the political invention of the environment took place at the 

international level, we may ask to what extent it also involved some selective "downloading" from the 

level of the international organisations. Secondly, from the "top-down" perspective of the European 

impact on the member states, Europeanisation can be understood as a process that affects domestic 

institutions and rules. It is worth considering resistance to such changes, too. Thirdly, societal 

Europeanisation can be understood as a product of growing transnational exchange and cooperation – 

either independent of or in conjunction with European-level politics. It is these three dimensions that I 

will highlight in the subsequent analysis. 

 

3. The political invention of the environment and the First Environmental Action Programme 

The First Environmental Action Programme of 1973 can be interpreted as the result of a successful 

process of Europeanisation of the novel policy area of the environment. The new political concept 

"environment" only emerged at the eve of the 1970s. As opposed to the older ideas of conservation or 

nature protection, environment provided a new generic term which comprised all issues relating to man's 

                                                           
14 Tanja A. Börzel et Thomas Risse, « When Europe hits home: Europeanization and Domestic Change », 
European Integration Online Papers (EIOP), 4 (2000), p. 1-13. 
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relation with nature. This included issues as diverse as resource and energy conservation, waste disposal, 

city planning and urban sprawl, nature protection as well as noise, air, water pollution and the preservation 

of the soil. As a political concept it called for public attention and political rather than the more secretive 

administrative solutions. In an age of science, policy making required a sound scientific basis. Aesthetic 

judgements that had informed decisions in earlier decades seemed no longer legitimate. The environment 

was perceived as a global, cross-border issue, requiring urgent political intervention.15 

This new political concept was invented at the international level at the eve of the 1970s, among 

groups of scientific experts – meeting for instance in the context of the International Biological 

Programme. These scientists collected information about damages to nature, resource use and pollution 

from around the globe for the first time. What they found was utterly disturbing. The advent of mass 

consumer societies in the Western Europe, North America, and other parts of the world during the 

postwar boom (trente glorieuses) clearly came at a price. It became visible by the end of the 1960s that 

growing car ownership, chemical detergents and disposable consumer goods led to unprecedented levels 

of air and water pollution, urban sprawl as well as household and industrial waste piling up.16 Trained in 

ecology which had become an influential scientific framework during the post-war period, experts shared 

the interpretation that human intervention threatened the fragile balance of the earth as an ecosystem, and 

called for political action.17 It was at the UNESCO's 1968 Conference on "Man and the Biosphere" in 

Paris that this call for political action was voiced for the first time. The conference also supported the idea 

to hold an UN conference on the Environment that had been proposed by the Swedish government and 

the UN's Economic Commission for Europe.18 Other European organisations, notably the 

intergovernmental CoE, which had long engaged in nature protection issues, played an important role in 

the process of the political invention of the environment in Europe. Government experts meeting in the 

CoE context prepared declarations and charters on water and air pollution in the late 1960s, which 

                                                           
15 Jens Ivo Engels, « Modern Environmentalism », dans The Turning Points of Environmental History, éd. 
Frank Uekötter, Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010, p. 119-131, p. 124f. 
16 Christian Pfister, « The "1950s Syndrome" and the Transition from a Slow-Going to a Rapid Loss of 
Global Sustainability », dans The Turning Points of Environmental History, éd. Frank Uekötter, Pittsburgh, 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010, p. 90-118. 
17 Donald Worster, Nature's Economy. A History of Ecological Ideas, Cambridge, Cambridge UP, 1994, p. 350-
372. 
18 Unesco, Use and Conservation of the Biosphere. Proceedings of the Intergovernmental Conference of Experts on the 
Scientific Basis for Rational Use and Conservation of the Resources of the Biosphere, Paris 4-13 September 1968, Paris 
1970, pp. 210-233. 
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introduced important new principles such as the "polluter-pays principle". In fact, this tenet was 

subsequently introduced into the EC Environmental Action Programme.19 Most importantly, the CoE 

declared 1970 the European Conservation Year. This event contributed to popularising the issue and 

placing it on the agendas also of national policy makers. Effectively, the issue of the environment was 

Europeanised right from the start, even if in the context of the older intergovernmental CoE, which was 

subsequently eclipsed by the EC/EU. 

The UN conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972, which required national 

governments to produce reports about the state of the environment in their own countries meant the 

breakthrough of the political invention of the environment. The Europeanisation of the environment – 

i.e. the institutionalisation at the EC level – took place directly in the aftermath of the Stockholm 

conference.20 

Notably the supranational institutions of the EC facilitated the down- and cross-loading of 

environmental policy from international and other European institutions. Remarkably, the European 

Parliament (EP) – unelected at the time and essentially powerless – was the first institution to place the 

environment on the EC agenda. 21 Drawing on the issues of water and air pollution that the CoE had 

previously dealt with, activist members of the EP's Committee on Public Health and Social Affairs such as 

the Dutch socialist Jacob Boersma and the German Christian Democrat Hans-Edgar Jahn22 produced 

reports on their own initiative. Using this instrument to raise attention to the issue, they called for EC 

action.23 The European Commission – which enjoyed the monopoly power of proposing EC legislation – 

                                                           
19 Harald H. Bungarten, Umweltpolitik in Westeuropa. EG, internationale Organisationen und nationale 
Umweltpolitiken, Bonn, Europa Union, 1978, p. 241; Council of Europe, Declaration on Air Pollution Control, 8 
March 1968, Resolution (68)4, Strasbourg,  1968. 
20 On the transfer between these international organisations and the EC see: Jan-Henrik Meyer, « 
Appropriating the Environment. How the European Institutions Received the Novel Idea of the 
Environment as a Policy Area and Made it Their Own », KFG-Working Paper, Research College "The 
Transformative Power of Europe", Free University Berlin, www.transformeurope.eu, (2011), p. 1-33. 
21 On the role of the EP see: Jan-Henrik Meyer, « Green Activism. The European Parliament's 
Environmental Committee promoting a European Environmental Policy in the 1970s », Journal of European 
Integration History, 17 (2011), p. 73-85. 
22 On Jahn see: Jan-Henrik Meyer, « A good European. Hans Edgar Jahn - Anti-Bolshevist, Cold-Warrior, 
Environmentalist », dans Living Political Biography. Narrating 20th Century European Lives, éd. Ann-Christina L. 
Knudsen et Karen Gram-Skjoldager, Aarhus, Aarhus University Press, 2012, p. 137-159. 
23 European Parliament, « Lutte contre la pollution des eaux fluviales. Rapports de la Commission sociale 
et de la santé public. Rapporteur: Jacob Boersma », CARDOC, PEO-AP RP/ASOC.1967 AO-0161/70 
(1970); European Parliament, « Lutte contre la pollution de l'air. Rapports de la Commission sociale et de 
la santé public. Rapporteur: Hans-Edgar Jahn », CARDOC, PEO-AP RP/ASOC.1967 AO-0181/71 
(1971). 
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regularly attended different international and European institutions' meetings and conferences as an 

observer. Commission officials also coordinated member states' point of view for the 1972 Stockholm 

UN conference. It was in this context that in 1971 the Commission produced a "First Communication"[...] 

about the Community's policy on the Environment", which included not only an overview of national 

policy measures, but also referred to many of those from the international level.24 

Given the embedding of Commission officials in international networks of experts on the new 

issue, and the opportunities the new policy provided for as task expansion for the EC the role of the 

Commission in the Europeanisation of environmental policy is hardly surprising. However, personal 

attitudes and commitment of leading Commissioners equally played a role. Commissioners Altiero 

Spinelli, in whose directorate for industry a unit dealing with environmental issues was set up, and Sicco 

Mansholt were personally committed to establishing a Community environmental policy. Mansholt was a 

member of the Club of Rome, which published the influential report about the "Limits to Growth" in 

1972 that warned against excessive resource use. Mansholt's address at the Stockholm conference received 

ample attention.25 

However, the Europeanisation of the environment as an EC policy was not only a result of 

downloading from the international level and the supranational institutions as policy entrepreneurs, it was 

also a result of uploading the incipient national policies on the environment to the European level. In 

many European countries the environment had increasingly become an issue of public debate. 

International bestsellers on environmental issues set the stage in the 1960s, such as Rachel Carson's "Silent 

Spring",26 an admonition against the consequences of the excessive use of DDT, or warnings against 

unfettered population growth, such as such as Paul Ehrlich's population bomb.27 Media reporting about 

environmental issues increased. News about desasters such as the Torrey Canyon oil spill of the French 

                                                           
24 European Commission, « First Communication of the Commission about the Community's Policy on 
the Environment. SEC (71) 2616 final, 22 July 1971 », http://aei.pitt.edu/3126/01/000045_1.pdf [7 
February 2011]. 
25 Dennis Meadows, et al., The Limits to Growth, New York, Universe Books, 1972; Laura Scichilone, « The 
Origins of the Common Environmental Policy. The Contributions of Spinelli and Mansholt in the ad hoc 
Group of the European Commission », dans The Road to a United Europe. Interpretations of the Process of 
European Integration, éd. Morten Rasmussen et Ann-Christina Lauring Knudsen, Brussels, PIE-Peter Lang, 
2009, p. 335-348. 
26 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, Greenwich, Conn., Fawcett, 1962; Mark Hamilton Lytle, The Gentle 
Subversive: Rachel Carson, Silent Spring and the Rise of the Environmental Movement, New York, Oxford University 
Press, 2007. 
27 Paul Ehrlich, The Population Bomb, New York, Ballentine Books, 1968. 
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and British coasts in 1967 brought home compelling images of dying birds televised for the first time. 

Such images resonated with the everyday experience of growing pollution.28 

National governments in Europe were alerted to the environmental issue not only by the media, 

and the activities of international organisations, but quite importantly also by the example of the United 

States. At the eve of the 1970s, the Nixon government enacted an ambitious Environmental Policy Act, 

and set up an influential Environmental Protection Agency.29 Via NATO, the Nixon administration even 

sought to actively promote the issue among its partners. However, the European partners suspected the 

American administration of wanting to divert attention from the disastrous developments of the Vietnam 

War, and feared that NATO engagement in this area would aggravate Cold War tensions in this new area. 

Due to the reluctance of the Europeans the programme remained largely limited to research.30 At the 

same time, the US example clearly informed the West German environmental programme, and even the 

first French minister of the Environment, the Gaullist Robert Poujade, spoke with great admiration of 

Washington, where he travelled to for an information visit, as "le mecque de l'environment".31 

The central reason why the environment was almost immediately Europeanised as a policy at the 

European level was the fact that the new national environmental regulations threatened to distort trade in 

the common market, which was at the heart of the EC as an economic community. In order to avoid such 

distortions of trade, member states supported to accept measures in a policy area where the EC had no 

explicit competence. When the original treaties were drawn up in 1957, the environment as policy had not 

yet existed. However, since differing environmental regulations of product and production standards 

threatened to erode fair competition in the common market, even member states more sceptical towards 

                                                           
28 Stanley P. Johnson, The Politics of the Environment. The British Experience, London, Tom Stacey, 1973, p. 82-
85; Patrick Kupper, « Die '1970-Diagnose'. Grundsätzliche Überlegungen zu einem Wendepunkt der 
Umweltgeschichte », Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 43 (2003), p. 325-348, p. 326-328. 
29 Micheal R. Vickery, « Conservative Politics and the Politics of Conservation. Richard Nixon and the 
Environmental Protection Agency », dans Green Talk in the White House. The Rhetorical Presidency encounters 
Ecology, éd. Tarla Rai Peterson, College Station, Texas A&M University Press, 2004, p. 113-133. 
30 Jacob Darwin Hamblin, « Environmentalism for the Atlantic Alliance: NATO's Experiment with the 
'Challenges of Modern Society' », Environmental History, 15 (2010), p. 54-75; Thorsten Schulz, « 
Transatlantic Environmental Security in the 1970s? NATO's "Third Dimension" as an Early 
Environmental and Human Security Approach », Historical Social Research, 35 (2010), p. 309-328. 
31 Edda Müller, Innenwelt der Umweltpolitik. Sozial-liberale Umweltpolitik - (Ohn-)Macht durch Organisation?, 
Opladen, Leske + Budrich, 1986, p. 88; Robert Poujade, Le Ministère de l'Impossible, Paris, Calmann-Lèvy, 
1975, p. 231-233. 
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establishing new EC policies, such as the French government, preferred at least coordinating 

environmental policy at the EC level.32 

Thus, the Europeanisation of environmental policy can be understood as process of down-

loading of environmental policy ideas from the international level and from competing European 

institutions such as the CoE, and as uploading of environmental policy from the national level. Both 

aspects are reflected in the contents of the Environmental Action Programme, which contained many 

principles, such as the polluter-pays principle, championed by influential member states, notably West 

Germany, but which had originally been devised at the international level. The contents of the 

Environmental Action Programme, the main definitions, problem descriptions and remedies suggested 

indicates that the EC emulated the emerging international consensus of the UN conference. In the open 

situation of a new policy, when experience with actual environmental policy making was missing, this was 

probably the most legitimate way to proceed.33 Like the UN conference, the Environmental Action 

Programme defined the environment in an anthropocentric fashion with reference to enhancing man's 

"quality of life" and the need to reconcile economic expansion and development on the one hand and to 

protect the environment maintaining the ecological balance on the other. Almost all of central problems, 

namely pollution, living and working conditions and the exploitation of resources, are taken from the UN 

conference. Only the issue of land use draws on the CoE declarations from the European Conservation 

Year. The bureaucratic approach of wanting to tackle the problems by better management – including 

preventive and polluter pays principles – and research and technology, through education and 

international cooperation, mirrors the UN document, too. Harmonisation and coordination of national 

policies rather reflects standard EC policy practice. All in all, regarding core concepts of how to tackle the 

problems of the environment, Europeanisation meant to a large extent a process of copy and paste of an 

emerging international consensus. 

                                                           
32 Représentation Permanente De La France Auprès Des Communautés Européennes, « Mémorandum du 
Gouvernement francais rélatif au développement d'une Coopération Européenne pour la protection de 
l'environnement, Bruxelles, 20 janvier 1972 », Archives of the Council of Ministers, CM2 1972.513 (1972), p. 1-
19. On the role of the French government see: Jan-Henrik Meyer, « Un faux départ? Les acteurs français 
dans la politique environnementale européenne des années 1970 », dans Une protection de l'environnement à la 
française, XIXe-XXe siècles, éd. Jean-François Mouhot et Charles-François Mathis, Seyssel, Editions Champ 
Vallon, 2013, p. 120-130. 
33 Meyer, « Appropriating the Environment. How the European Institutions Received the Novel Idea of 
the Environment as a Policy Area and Made it Their Own ». 
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Europeanisation understood as the impact of the new policy on the member state was still rather 

limited in the 1970s, when European law-making in the area was in an early phase. However, the 

governments were well aware of the potential impact of EC legislation. Thus they included in the 

Environmental Action Programme the principle that environmental action was to be taken "at the most 

appropriate level", in order to assert the role of independent national and local action in this policy area.34 

However, once established, a Community-level environmental policy encouraged societal 

Europeanisation. Already in 1974, the European Environmental Bureau (EEB) was set up to represent 

environmental groups from all member states, to exchange information between Brussels and the national 

and local environmental movement, and to coordinate protest or lobbying efforts. Even if the founding of 

the EEB was a response to the new EC policy, it emerged rather coincidentally. Ironically, to some extent 

it even seems an unintended consequence of attempts of Americanisation. In 1974, the American Sierra 

Club had invited environmentalists from various European countries to Brighton to inform about their 

activities, promote their model of environmentalism and encourage international cooperation. In this 

context, European environmental groups – aware of the new Environmental Action Programme – 

discussed the need to work together at the European scale, in order to try to influence EC policy. They set 

up an office in Brussels, and started to establish relations with the European Commission. Slowly they 

increased their membership beyond the haphazard array of internationally active groups and individual 

members who happened to be present in Brighton. They tried to insert the opinion of environmentalist 

across Europe into EC policy making, for instance on nuclear energy, and coordinated effective 

campaigns carried out by the member organizations to lobby member state governments, who were 

decisive players in enacting European legislation.35 Until 1986, when Friends of the Earth established their 

own Brussels office, the EEB was the monopoly representative of the environmental movement in 

Brussels. 

                                                           
34 Michel Carpentier, « La naissance de la politique de l'environnement », Revue des Affaires Européennes, 9 
(1999), p. 284-297, p. 293. 
35 Interview with Hubert David, former Secretary General of the European Environmental Bureau, Brussels 5 May, 2010; 
European Environmental Bureau, Ten Years of the European Environmental Bureau (EEB) (1974-1984). Ten 
Years of European Community Environmental Policy [Manuscript], Brussels 1984, p. 2f. See also: Jan-Henrik 
Meyer, « Challenging the Atomic Community. The European Environmental Bureau and the 
Europeanization of Anti-Nuclear Protest », dans Societal Actors in European Integration. Polity-Building and 
Policy-Making 1958-1992, éd. Wolfram Kaiser et Jan-Henrik Meyer, Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2013, p. 197-
220. 
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 The subsequent development of European environmental policy making indicates the importance 

of societal Europeanisation. Not only state but also societal actors engaged in attempts to shift policies to 

the EC. For instance, bird protection organisations were very keen on Europeanising the issue of the 

protection of migratory birds against hunting in Southern Europe.36 The goal of activists from Italy and 

Northern member states cooperating transnationally was to deliberately use such Europeanisation in order 

to have an impact on those member states that continued to tolerate the hunting and eating of small 

migratory songbirds. Thus they would be able to circumvent the respective national authorities which 

closed their eyes to contraventions. Within the EC institutions, it was again activist members of the EP, 

notably the rapporteur on various environmental dossiers, Hans Edgar Jahn, who helped placing the 

concern of the bird protection activists on the EC agenda, first by supporting a petition with a 

parliamentary report and resolution and through numerous parliamentary questions, calling for binding 

legislation through what became the birds directive enacted in 1979.37 

The battle for the birds directive triggered societal Europeanisation. Cooperating informally at first, bird 

protection organizations realized that in order to effectively promote their cause at the EC level and across 

the member state, they needed a more firmly established transnational organization. Thus they set up a 

Working Group of European Bird Protection Societies (WEBS), the predecessor of Birdlife Europe. 

Hunting groups were opposed to the Europeanisation of laws that impacted on previously national or 

regional hunting legislation through the projected birds directive. Thus they also established a European 

organization, the Federation of Hunting Associations in Europe (FACE). Clearly, Europeanisation of 

policy making not only meant the Europeanisation of organizations but also of political conflict. 

 

4. Conclusions 

This article suggests that it is worthwhile to apply the notion of Europeanisation to the case of the 

political invention of the environment in the 1970s, because it helps to disentangle the transformative 

                                                           
36 On the issue of bird protection see: Jan-Henrik Meyer, « Saving Migrants. A Transnational Network 
supporting Supranational Bird Protection Policy in the 1970s », dans Transnational Networks in Regional 
Integration. Governing Europe 1945-83, éd. Wolfram Kaiser, Brigitte Leucht et Michael Gehler, Basingstoke, 
Palgrave, 2010, p. 176-198. 
37 European Community, « Council Directive of 2 April 1979 on the Conservation of Wild Birds 
(79/409/EEC) », Official Journal of the European Communities, 22 (1979), p. 1-18. 
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processes that went hand in hand with the almost immediate establishment of the new policy at the level 

of the European Communities. Thus three conclusions can be drawn. 

First, the Europeanisation of environmental policy understood as the establishment of a new policy at the 

EC/EU level was not an unprecedented shift of a formerly national policy upwards to Europe, as is 

usually expected of Europeanisation processes. Already before its establishment at the EC/EU level, 

environmental policy had been Europeanised at the level of CoE, where common European norms and 

rules were pioneered. Kicking in late in the process of the political invention of the environment, the 

Europeanisation of the environment at the EC level rather involved a take-over of an emerging consensus 

from the international level than the invention of a completely new specific set of ideas and measures. 

Secondly, this transfer of environmental ideas was facilitated by supranational actors from the European 

institutions, which usually get short shrift in accounts of Europeanisation. At the same time, for reasons 

of maintaining fair competition in the Common Market, national governments – many of which had only 

just set up their own environmental policies – were now willing to shift it upwards to the EC level. Finally, 

societal Europeanisation swiftly followed the establishment of the policy at the EC level. Realising the 

novel opportunities of the new European arena of policy-making, environmental groups got organized at 

this level, as did their other interested parties in a new space of political struggle. Societal actors proved 

well aware of Europeanisation as the impact of the EC on national policy-making, an impact which was 

only to be felt more intensely as the policy became more firmly established in the subsequent 1980s and 

1990s. 

 

 

 


