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Introduction 

Climate Change has been a contentious global issue over the past several years, especially as it becomes 

more evident it represents a real threat to the future of this planet. Recently, nations of the world 

convened to tackle climate change once more by signing on to the Paris Climate Agreement, which to 

date, is the most aggressive accord which commits nations in reducing emissions and implementing 

serious action. Yet, at the center of these gatherings and agreements there has been one global leader 

on climate action, the European Union. It is not to say the European Union is the sole actor in climate 

action or policy, but the E.U. has certainly been one of the “green leaders” when it comes to being at 

the forefront of climate change related issues. This is evident in the E.U. Commissions statement: 

 “The EU has been at the forefront of international efforts towards a global climate deal. Following limited 
participation in the Kyoto Protocol and the lack of agreement in Copenhagen in 2009, the EU has been building a 
broad coalition of developed and developing countries in favour of high ambition that shaped the successful outcome of the 
Paris conference.” (Paris Agreement – European Commission) 
 
However, when it comes to implementing international agreements, there have been successes and 

setbacks with EU member countries like Denmark and Germany who have been at the forefront of 

climate action, while countries like Poland, have not. 

This paper will first assess, through a brief history of international agreements on climate 

change, the leading role that the European Union has fostered over the past decades. Next the paper 

will discuss how the real challenge for the EU might be in implementing uniformly such agreements 

throughout all its member states. While “green leaders” have led by example, like Denmark who has 

implemented some of the most ambitious and aggressive climate policies at the national level; there 

are states like Poland, who have slowly implemented climate change policy, yet still fall far behind in 

committing to serious climate change policy that resembles that of the EU. 
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Background on European Environmental Policy 

The EU has been at the forefront of environmental policy and climate action in recent decades, but 

this was not always a top priority for the EU. It was not until the 1970’s when the European 

community began to truly focus on environmental policy, which came about through political and 

public interest on environmental issues, several global environmental disasters, improvements in 

scientific knowledge, and a rise in concern over quality of life across the European continent 

(McCormick & Olsen p. 288). The EU became more involved with landmark gatherings, in particular 

the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, Sweden; which drew 

a more serious focus upon a broader global consensus on environmental issues and led to the 

establishment of several environmental agencies and national environmental laws (McCormick & 

Olsen p. 288). The most important aspect of this conference led to the creation of harmonizing 

environmental laws and regulations within the E.U. In October 1972, the European Economic 

Community (EEC) agreed upon several environmental policies, which led to the Commission’s 

establishment of the first Environmental Action Program (EAP) in 1973, with more EAPs to follow 

in subsequent years (McCormick & Olsen p. 288). The second EAP came in 1977, which continued 

with the previous environmental policies set out in the first EAP; yet the first and second EAPs were 

non-binding and lacked harmonization, meaning that member states at the times did not have to 

adhere to such directives proposed by these EAPs (McCormick p. 48-49). It was not until the adoption 

of the third EAP in 1983 when member states began to take a serious role on environmental policy, 

leading to harmonization and integration amongst various sectors (McCormick p. 50). The fourth 

EAP was adopted in 1987, making it more serious than the preceding EAP, due to Title VII 

(Environment) being added to the Treaty of Rome (McCormick p. 50). The Maastricht Treaty of 1993 

brought about the fifth EAP, which led to environmental issues becoming a policy goal of the 

European Union and more importantly the creation of the European Environment Agency 
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(McCormick p. 50-51). The primary goal of the European Environment Agency (EEA) is “to provide 

sound independent information on the environment” while also “helping the Community and 

member countries to make informed decisions about improving the environment, integrating 

environmental considerations into economic policies and moving towards sustainability.” (European 

Environment Agency). Although the European Union underwent several phases before arriving to a 

comprehensive approach towards environmental policy, the issue ultimately became a central aspect 

of the union’s overall policy framework and continues to do so today.  

The European Union as a Leader on Climate Action & Policy 

While environmental policy became increasingly important throughout the formative years, the issue 

of global climate change did not become an E.U. priority until the early 1990s. The emergence of 

European Union climate policy came about through preparation for the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, 

where the European Union Commission proposed a sweeping package of policies that ranged from 

energy efficiency, more use of renewable energy sources, stricter monitoring of carbon dioxide 

emissions and carbon tax (Rayner & Jordan, 2013). Addressing climate change came about during the 

1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, where the E.U. played an integral 

role in becoming a signatory of this framework, the goal being to address the issue of global climate 

change while more importantly reducing greenhouse gas emissions (McCormick & Olsen p. 289). 

 Subsequently, the European Union deepened its commitment leading up to and after the 1997 

Kyoto Protocol. Prior to Kyoto, the European Union proposed and ultimately agreed to a “burden 

sharing” program amongst its 15 member states at the time, which called for a 15% reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions amongst the more developed EU states, while the developing member states 

were allowed to increase emissions, while they continued to grow economically (Rayner & Jordan, 

2013). The 1997 Kyoto Protocol called for a serious binding agreement on reductions of greenhouse 

gas emissions globally, yet the EU showed considerable influence on this agreement. This ultimately 
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led to EU leading by example through serious GHG emissions reductions across the continent, 

showing that the EU was a serious leader and actor on the issue of emissions reductions, while also 

convincing other nations like Canada, Russia, and Japan to also commit to the Kyoto Protocol, despite 

the U.S. backing away from the agreement in the early 2000s, the EU showed its influence in being 

able to pressure other nations to serious international climate action (Groenleer & Van Schaik, 2007). 

Over the past decades, the EU has certainly maintained its commitment to GHG emissions reductions 

through the Kyoto Protocol, especially through the emergence of the EU emissions trading scheme 

(ETS), which included allowances to emit, leading to national allocation plans per member state 

(Rayner & Jordan, 2013). Due to the EU’s leadership role on such agreements like Kyoto and various 

policy instruments at the EU level like the 2020/2030/2050 Frameworks, serious reductions have 

been made across the EU; while the two largest emitters the US and China still fall behind, as indicated 

in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: CO2 Emissions per capita in top emitting countries including the European Union 

 

Source: Trends in Global CO2 Emissions: 2016 Report 

Despite the EU becoming an international leader on climate action, the community faced a challenge 

and defeat when the international community came together once again to tackle climate change in 
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2009 for the Copenhagen negotiations. Copenhagen was the next important step for countries to 

commit on a binding agreement that would seriously curb greenhouse gas emissions and better prepare 

for the future impacts of global warming, but ultimately a solution could not be reached. For the 

European Union to lead on the Copenhagen negotiations, the EU adopted a set of binding proposals 

that would unilaterally cut greenhouse gas emissions by 20% from 1990 levels in 2020, which became 

the impetus for calling upon the international community to follow suit (Groen & Niemann, 2013). 

Yet, as the negotiations progressed in Copenhagen, serious challenges arose, especially internally as it 

pertains to EU member states. Pushback to the negotiations began with the member states like Italy, 

Poland and Eastern European countries who opposed the 30% greenhouse gas emissions reduction 

goal by 2020 (Groen & Niemann, 2013). Another challenge involved disagreement amongst member 

states on the issue pertaining to financial assistance to developing nations with adaptation and 

mitigation efforts, to which Eastern European countries and others were hesitant to contribute due 

to the 2008 financial collapse, while wealthier nations such as Sweden, France, and Denmark were 

willing and able to contribute to such assistance (Groen & Niemann, 2013). Clearly, the poorer E.U. 

member states were not willing to contribute, while the wealthier EU states were prepared to offer 

substantial financial assistance to developing nations, essentially creating a lack of cohesion on areas 

of the Copenhagen agreements moving forward. Most importantly, the European Union’s leadership 

role in these negotiations was mediocre, especially when attempting to bring the largest greenhouse 

gas emitters, the United States and China, to the table for more ambitious GHG emission reductions. 

The EU had set out considerably ambitious GHG emission reduction goals prior to Copenhagen, yet 

countries like the United States and China including the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, 

and South Africa) weren’t as ambitious as the EU’s target of 20 % from 1990 levels by 2020 (Groen 

& Niemann, 2013). The United States proposed to reduce its emissions by 17% from 2005 levels by 

2020, while China sought a target of 40 to 45% from 2005 levels by 2020, which would not decrease 
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levels of CO2, rather it would continue to increase at a slow rate (New York Times, 2009). Even more 

devastating to EU leadership on the COP 15 negotiations was the deal that the United States and the 

BRICS nations adopted, which left out the EU and the objectives the EU had proposed during the 

negotiations which were quite ambitious compared to the U.S. and BRICS more conservative deal 

(Van Schaik & Schunz, 2012). The EU prior to COP 15 often led when it came to proposing ambitious 

goals for international climate negotiations and policies, but Copenhagen was a debilitating moment 

for the future of EU leadership on climate action, which essentially led to the breakdown of the 

Copenhagen accord and no legally binding agreement to tackle the impacts of climate change. 

After the failures of the 2009 Copenhagen climate negotiations, the international community 

was yet again left with no binding or serious agreement to tackle climate change. Yet one of the most 

important and key successes on climate action came with the recent and possibly most comprehensive 

international negotiations, the Paris Climate Agreement of 2015. The European Union was seeking 

once again to take on the leadership role after its failure in 2009. Essentially the Paris Climate 

Agreement is meant to be a continuation of what was not agreed upon during Copenhagen in 2009. 

The European Union took steps prior to the Paris Climate negotiations by adopting ambitious 

proposal of reducing its GHG emissions by about 40% from 1990 levels by 2030 (Oberthür, 2016). 

Yet, the EU also focused on a more proactive role in building coalitions amongst different countries, 

both developed and developing, to build a broader and more ambitious approach to tackling climate 

action (Oberthür, 2016). Prior to the negotiations, the European Union member states and the EU 

Commission “actively engaged in bilateral climate diplomacy” which brought about important 

declarations from nations like Brazil, Germany, France, and China; while also trying to coordinate 

with the United States so that there would be a more coherent approach to impending climate 

negotiations in Paris (Oberthür, 2016). Essentially the EU could form a strong coalition of developed 

and developing nations which proved to be influential during the Paris climate talks allowing for more 
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ambitious proposals to be set out in the final draft of the agreement (Oberthür, 2016). The European 

Union was not simply a leader in the Paris Climate negotiations, but it had also become a “leadiator” 

(leader and moderator) due to its coalition building of the North and South, essentially allowing for 

every nation to have a seat at the negotiating table (Oberthür, 2016).  

To give brief context, the Paris Agreement calls for key long term goals such as: limiting the 

increase of global temperatures to 1.5 degrees Celsius, asks countries to commit to transparency of 

intended nationally determined contributions (INDCs), and to support developing nations in adapting 

and mitigating the impacts of climate change (The Paris Agreement, 2015). Today, the Paris Climate 

Agreement is the most sweeping of climate change agreements, but it remains to be seen how the 

agreement will be implemented, if at all, in other countries, and how it will be implemented in the 

European Union at the member state level. Especially as the European Union already has in place 

several aggressive frameworks to address climate change in the short and long term. While this is the 

case, the E.U. has taken a crucial step in ratifying the Paris Climate Agreement on 5 October 2016 

along with 114 other countries (Paris Agreement – European Commission). Although the European 

Union was successful in ratifying the Paris Climate Accord, it remains to be seen how each member 

state will implement and interpret the stipulations laid out in the agreement and if a true policy 

harmonization will occur. 

Domestic Successes and Failures of Implementation 

Once agreements are signed, the leadership of the EU in climate change needs to be expressed in the 

implementation process of policies and regulations. This is where the EU has shown mixed results. 

Various examples of domestic leadership abound across the E.U. with member states like Denmark 

and Germany leading the way on curbing greenhouse gas emissions, renewable energy plans to phase 

out “dirty” energy sources like coal powered plants and national climate action plans. Denmark’s role 

as a “green leader” came about in the 1990s when the “green troika” (Denmark, Germany, and the 
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Netherlands) began to propose renewable energy schemes and more strict standards on curbing 

greenhouse gas emissions within their borders (Rüdiger & Connelly, 2010). Denmark was the first 

member state to have proposed and established an emissions trading scheme at the national level 

within the EU, which passed in parliament in 1999 and ultimately took effect in 2001 (Knill & 

Liefferink, 2007). Denmark has led by example especially in its use of renewable energy sources, like 

wind. Recently in 2015, Denmark received about 42% of its energy from wind turbines alone (The 

Guardian, 2016). Denmark’s role is one example of an E.U. member state that has been able to 

implement a more aggressive approach towards addressing climate change issues at a domestic level, 

especially as it relates to renewable energy sources, while also becoming a climate action role model 

for the rest of the European Union. 

Despite the success stories within some European countries, various member states, for 

example Poland, are opposed to aggressive emissions targets set by the EU institutions, mostly due to 

the effects that it may have on economic growth and industry, more specific the coal industry, which 

is where Poland receives most of its overall energy usage (Schreurs p. 220). As countries joined the 

European Union during enlargements, they were not so easily inclined to agree and sign on to 

environmental or climate change policies and regulations that would perhaps stifle their economic 

growth and industries. Poland is a prime example of economic growth being the country’s top priority, 

while environmental issues and policies have taken a back seat, especially as it relates to public 

sentiment on such issues. 
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Figure 2: Public Attitudes of Polish Citizens Regarding Climate Change 

Source: Polish Department of European Integration 

According to a survey by the Polish Department of European Integration, Polish public perception 

on the issue of climate change and environmental issues is quite different from their European 

neighbors. Figure 3 provides a glimpse into Polish attitudes on climate change, with 48% believing 

that economic development justifies the increasing amounts of carbon dioxide (CO2), 13% believe 

that humans have no impact on climate change, and 5% are simply unaware of the evidence behind 

climate change (Jankowska, 2010). Clearly, a disparity exists between the attitudes of the Polish public 

and that of the European public as it relates to climate change and how to properly mitigate its impacts, 

as depicted in Figure 3 showing that 69% of EU citizens believe climate change is a serious problem, 

while 56% of Polish citizens view it as a serious problem (Eurobarometer – Climate Change, 2015). 

As to why Polish public attitudes on climate change are not on par with overall European public 

opinion on the issue, many factors can be taken into consideration. These factors include the low 

standard of living of the majority of Polish society, the gap between the rich and poor, and high levels 

of unemployment, leading to public awareness on the issue of climate change to be of little concern, 

while issues such as economic growth top the list of priorities for most citizens (Bokwa, 2007).  

48%

13%

5%

Public Attitudes of  Polish Citizens Regarding Climate Change

Economic Development Justifies CO2 Increase Climate Change is not Anthropogenic

Unaware of evidence on Climate Change
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The European Union took on several challenges with Poland’s lack of seriousness on climate action 

as it relates to the prominent coal industry within the country. Poland relies heavily on coal for its 

overall energy consumption, about 90%, which raised concern for the possible impact EU climate 

regulations may have on Poland’s developing economy and its coal sector (Parker & Karlsson, 2010).  

Figure 3: European views on climate change as a serious problem 

Although Poland has often been considered one of the 

“laggers” on implementing climate change policy, especially 

when joining the European Union, it has certainly taken a 

leading role amongst Eastern European member states when 

pushing for climate change schemes that favor their needs. 

During the European Union’s climate and energy package 

negotiations in 2009, Poland gained a more prominent voice 

when the Polish government introduced a key report (Poland’s 

Energy Policy until 2030) and emissions reduction scheme through 2020 which made five key points:  

1.) Increase of energy efficiency in order to promote the development of the country without growth in energy 
consumption 

2.) 15 percent share of renewable energy sources in gross energy consumption until 2020 
3.) Modernisation of at least 40 percent of the generation capacity in coal-fired power plants 
4.) Construction of the first coal gasification and the first underground gasification installations as well as of 

two carbon capture and storage (CCS) units 
5.) Launch of the construction of a nuclear power station 

 
(Jankowska, 2010). 
 
Through this emissions reduction scheme Poland gained a more prominent voice when it came time 

to negotiate the European Union climate and energy package that best suited their needs, which 

formed the Polish governments amendments on these policies to the European Commission, leading 

to two key amendments: 1.) Several years of derogation from entering the auctioning system for countries in which 

more than 50 percent of electric and thermal energy is produced from coal; 2.) Treating the energy industry on a par with 
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other industries by granting it free emissions rights in 2013 amounting to 80 percent of real emissions, followed by a 

gradual reduction of that amount to 0 percent in 2020 (Jankowska, 2010). Clearly, there were many actors at 

play when it came time for Poland to negotiate such amendments, but it is also evident of a member 

state who is gaining prominence in EU level climate negotiations. Poland’s GHG emissions, although 

still significant are seeing a slight decline, but it remains to be seen where the future lies for Polish 

climate policy implementation. 

Conclusion 

The European Union until now has been a global leader on climate change action and policies and 

will most likely continue to do so in the future. Through these findings there are many instances where 

the European Union has taken an enormous leadership role on climate action at the international level 

yet, it has lagged on implementing its climate action approach uniformly across its member states. The 

European Union is still one of the largest greenhouse gas emitters behind the United States and China, 

although it has seen a reduction in emissions compared to other nations around the world. It remains 

to be seen how successful the Paris Agreement will be, but the EU has taken a crucial step in ratifying 

the agreement, again leading by example in showing the rest of the world that the daunting issue of 

climate change can unite many actors across various sectors to tackle this problem. As countries like 

Germany and Denmark continue to lead the European Union on climate action and policies, it will 

be just as important for the E.U. to focus on lesser developed countries like Poland or those in Eastern 

Europe which still fall short on environmental policies and climate action due to economic growth 

being prioritized in these regions. If the European Union is to continue leading in climate change 

action and policy, it must also focus internally and provide the proper attention and resources to 

member states who still fall behind on this issue. It will be important to see the future progression of 

European Union climate action and how great of an impact this role will continue to play. 
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