
ItalyEU Environmental Implementation 

Review: Highlights

“EU environmental laws make people’s lives better but rules only work if they’re actually applied. 
Environmental laws improve water & air quality, raise recycling rates & protect nature, to mention a few. 
And they provide huge economic benefits. But they can only be effective if implemented. It is here that the 
Environmental Implementation Review (EIR) comes in: It is part of our response to citizens, who want the 
EU to make sure that environmental rules are applied correctly in their countries.”

Karmenu Vella
Member of the European Commission responsible for environment, maritime affairs and fisheries

Environment

Challenges
The main challenges Italy faces with regard to implementing EU 
environmental policy and law are:

• Improving waste management and water infrastructure, 
including waste-water treatment, which are persistent 
concerns particularly in southern Italy.

• Improving the management of land use, flooding and air 
pollution in the centre and northern regions.

• Designating the remaining Special Areas of Conservation 
(SACs); and improving the conservation status of habitats and 
species of EU interest by fully implementing the Natura 2000 
instruments, using the regional Prioritised Action Frameworks 
to ensure better integration of EU funds and more strategic 
planning for investments.

Country profile of Italy
Italy has a high natural capital with its coasts, mountain and natu-
ral areas, as well as an unparalleled urban heritage. Nevertheless, 
environmental implementation is a challenge with high regional 
variations in water and waste management.  As regards resource 
efficiency, Italy is pioneering voluntary agreements, and has one 
of the highest levels of Eco-Management and Audit Schemes and 
Ecolabels in the EU. The adoption of the ‘Collegato Ambientale’ at 
the end of 2015 was a major step forward towards environmental 
integration in the economy.

Main opportunities
With relatively modest efforts Italy could perform better on issues 
where a sound knowledge base and good practices already exist. 
This applies in particular to:

• Taking the opportunities for European Investment Bank loans 
and environmental investment with European Structural and 
Investment Fund (ESIF) support and the European Fund for 
Strategic Investments. ESIF support can increase the quality 
and efficiency of public administration to develop a better 
model of environmental governance.

• Using the proposed Green Act and the Committee on 
Environmental Taxation to make wide-ranging proposals.

• Using the Integrated Project ‘GESTIRE 2020’ (to update the 
Lombardy Natura 2000 Prioritised Action Framework) as an 
example for other Italian regions.
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Points of excellence
Italy could share the innovative approaches it has developed with 
other countries. Good examples include:

• Integrated environmental assessments and the user-
friendliness of the web portal of the Ministry of Environment 
on the Environmental Impact Assessment and the Strategic 
Environmental Assessment.

• Regional Administrative Reinforcement Plans covering ESIF 
and national funds.

• The Committee on Environmental Accounting established by 
the Collegato Ambientale.

• Innovative approaches developed by LIFE projects.

• The BES (Benessere equo e sostenibile1) set of indicators.

About the Environmental 
Implementation Review
Europeans want common decisions followed by swift and efficient 
implementation. Weak implementation generates high societal, 
economic and environmental costs and creates an uneven playing 
field for businesses. More than 75 % of European citizens consider EU 
environmental legislation is necessary to protect the environment in 
their country, and nearly 80 % agree that the EU institutions should 
be able to check that environmental laws are being applied correctly 
in their country.

In the Environmental Implementation Review (EIR), the European 
Commission analyses the main challenges and opportunities 
regarding the implementation of EU environmental legislation and 
policies in each Member State. The findings are published in short 
but comprehensive country reports released every two years. The 
reports are meant to stimulate a positive debate both on shared 

Towards a circular economy

The transformation of our economies from linear to circular provides 
an opportunity to reinvent them and make them more sustainable 
and competitive. This will stimulate investments and bring both 
short- and long-term benefits for the economy, the environment 
and citizens.

As yet there is no national policy for programming for a circular 
economy. Nevertheless, the planned Green Act should facilitate the 
transition to a more circular and resource-efficient economy. Efforts 
are now being made to promote the circular economy at the regional 
level. The Collegato Ambientale foresees the adoption of a national 
plan on sustainable consumption and production within one year.  
There has been a National Plan for Food Waste since 2014, and a 
law to encourage the donation and distribution of food products and 
to reduce waste has recently been adopted.
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Waste management
Italy has seen a steady increase in recycling and composting and a fall in 
the landfilling of municipal waste. Waste management performance varies 
considerably across the national territory with the north, in particular doing 
better. Therefore, the focus should be on improving the effectiveness of 
separate collections to increase recycling rates in those regions that are 
lagging behind. 
Italy could introduce a national landfill tax or harmonise its regional taxes 
to reduce landfilling. It also needs to improve cooperation between regions 
to use waste-treatment capacity more efficiently.

Recycling rate of municipal waste in % in 2014

environmental challenges for the EU, as well as on the most 
effective ways to address the key implementation gaps and improve 
environmental outcomes by each Member State. These reports rely 
on more detailed implementation reports collected or issued by the 
Commission under specific environmental legislation and the State 
of the Environment Reports by the European Environment Agency. 
The EIR reports will not replace the specific instruments to ensure 
compliance with the EU legal obligations. Climate change has not 
been addressed in the first report.

This factsheet presents the highlights of the EIR country report for 
Italy. 

1 Well-being, equal and sustainable



Bathing water quality 2012-2015
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Conservation status of protected species in 2013 - Italy

Nature protection
Italy must complete the Natura 2000 designation process and 
put in place clearly defined conservation objectives and the 
necessary conservation measures.  It needs to build capacity 
for the completion and implementation of management plans 
and use available EU funds to implement well-designed 
nature conservation measures.

Marine environment
Italy also has one of the longest coastlines in the EU. The unique 
biodiversity of the Mediterranean Sea region is threatened 
by pollution from land-based sources, such as discharges 
of excess nutrients and hazardous substances, marine litter, 
overfishing and the degradation of critical habitats.

Water quality and management
Italy is a water-stressed country. Most of the water abstracted 
in Italy is for consumptive uses, especially irrigation. Water 
scarcity and drought risk are typical in the country’s southern 
regions.
The national and regional administration in the water sector 
can improve coordination, including using the district basin 
authorities created by the Collegato Ambientale. Italy also 
needs to roll out a water-pricing policy based on adopted 
national guidelines, including metering to ensure more 
efficient water use. 
More investment in waste-water infrastructure is also required.
Polluting pressures created by agriculture on surface and 
ground waters can be reduced by implementing binding 
requirements on farmers to improve nutrient balances.
Land use and flood control can be improved across the whole 
territory.
In 2015, 90.5 % of bathing waters in Italy were of excellent 
quality, 4.9 % of good quality and 1.9 % of sufficient quality. 
95 bathing waters were of poor quality or non-compliant 
while it was not possible to assess the remaining 55 bathing 
waters. 99 % of large drinking water supplies have achieved 
minimum standards, although punctual problems with 
drinking water persist.
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*The category 'good' was introduced  in the 2015 bathing water report
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The full country report on Italy, the other 27 country reports, 

as well as the Communication ‘The EU Environmental 

Implementation Review: Common challenges and how to 

combine efforts to deliver better results’ are available here:  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eir/index_en.htm

Air pollution and traffic congestion
In 2013, over 60 % of Italy’s urban population resided in areas 
exposed to PM10 concentrations over the daily limit of 50 µg/
m3 on more than 35 days in a year. This figure is significantly 
worse than the EU average of 16.3 %.

The country’s persistent breaches in air quality requirements 
(for PM10 and NO2), which have severe negative effects on 
both health and the environment, are being followed up by 
the European Commission through infringement procedures 
covering all the Member States concerned, including Italy. 
The aim is to put adequate measures in place to bring all air-
quality zones into compliance.

The main cause is the high level of motorisation in Italy’s 
metropolitan and medium-sized cities.

Environmental taxation
Italy should consider establishing a special committee 
to assess the most appropriate measures to reform the 
environmental taxation system.

Effective governance and 
knowledge
According to the World Bank 2015 government effectiveness 
indicator, which captures perceptions of the quality of public 
services, the Italian public sector scores well below average 
in terms of efficiency and effectiveness. Several factors 
underlie the reduced effectiveness of actions in Italy’s public 
administrations. Competences are shared among central 
and local administrations in an unclear manner, generating 
overlapping and intra-institutional conflicts. Nevertheless, 
there are some excellent practices such as the Benessere 
equo e sostenibile indicator system, the national web portal 
on environmental impact assessments as well as coordinated 
environmental assessment procedures.
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