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New priorities and how they relate to chemicals policy 

President Juncker has made a commitment that this Commission would be different. With the 

work programme for 2015 we aim to do different things and do things differently. "Citizens 

want less EU interference in their daily lives. They expect the EU to make a difference on the big 

economic and social challenges. They also expect the EU to be more open and accountable 

about what it does and how it does it."  The new Commission is about more focused action. The 

new Commission strongly embraces the subsidiarity principle – the Commission will intervene 

where the EU-level has clearly added value, but will stand back in matters that would be better 

handled at national level. The Commission presented 10 priorities, ranking "jobs, growth and 

investment" as the number one. In parallel, the Commission is also committed to Better 

Regulation. 

In today's talk, I would like to explain how the new priorities relate to chemicals policy, and how 

the Commission can accomplish both the new priorities and the long standing commitments in 

chemicals policy. 

Some have criticized the new Commission as having referred environmental policy to a shadow 

position and especially when some environmental proposals were – almost – withdrawn.  

However, it is not hard to argue that many environmental policies are clearly more effective 

when handled at EU level.  And as it happened, the proposal for plastic bags was adopted, and 

was made more ambitious than the original one. The proposals for the circular economy 

package was referred back to us, but with the instructions to make it more ambitious. (Both 

these dossiers happen to be in my directorate). 

And for today's topic, chemicals, there is a long history of EU policy. Chemicals legislation is 

among the oldest legislation in the EU – and the oldest environmental legislation, going back to 

1967. Chemicals legislation is fully harmonized and strongly established at EU level. It was the 

internal market that was the initial driver, but protection of health and the environment are 

certainly strong co-drivers.  
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"Better Regulation", or REFIT as we call it, means to make sure that regulations are used only 

when necessary and that the burdens they impose are proportionate to their aim. In other 

words: that regulation is fit for purpose.  

The Commission is making a political priority of lightening the regulatory load, "while keeping 

high levels of social, health and environmental protection and consumer choice. " (quote from 

2015 Work Programme) 

How do the persisting chemicals challenges fit in with the new priorities? 

So these are the new priorities – but, in the chemicals world, we are confronted with persisting 

challenges. How will we face them?  

I believe the new priorities and the persisting challenges are compatible.  

Chemicals policy is highly harmonised at EU level. REACH is relatively new legislation and is not 

subject to the REFIT exercise.  Citizens expect the EU to engage in environmental protection. In 

particular, the impact of chemicals on health is one of the top three concerns of a list of 

environmental issues. Four out of every 10 respondents in a Eurobarometer survey said that 

they lacked information about the health impact of chemicals used in everyday products. 

What are the "persisting challenges"? 

The challenges that I am referring to are: hazardous substances in products, combination 

effects of chemicals, endocrine disruptors, and nanomaterials. 

These challenges are addressed in another work programme for the coming years, namely the 

7th Environmental Action Programme (the 7th EAP"). 

The 7th EAP sets out a number of tasks, to be completed by 2020. The most relevant ones for us 

today are:  

- to continue implementing  REACH 

- to assess and minimise the use of hazardous substances of chemicals in products 

- to identify long-term actions to reach the objective of a non-toxic environment. 
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REACH – is it delivering? 

According to the REACH review of 2013, REACH works and it is delivering on all objectives that 

can at present be assessed. However, the review also said that "there are many opportunities 

for further improvement of the functioning of REACH by further optimizing the implementation 

at all levels".  

REACH places the responsibility on industry to prove that substances are safe. Industry does so 

by submitting registration dossiers. Two deadlines for submission of dossiers have passed, for 

the highest volumes and the most hazardous substances.  There are currently more than 50,000 

dossiers for more than 13,000 substances in the European Chemicals Agency. In terms of 

numbers and compliance, this is a success. The European Chemicals Agency is now preparing 

for the 2018 deadline, which will an important one, because many SME's will be registering 

substances that are used in lesser quantities, but which will result in many more dossiers.  

You may have heard that the Agency reported that many registration dossiers are non- 

compliant. However, the Agency is addressing this situation and is following up on the 

companies that submitted non-compliant dossiers.  

The Commission and the Agency are taking this very seriously, because non-compliance with 

the REACH requirements means that the REACH objectives of better safety for health and the 

environment would be compromised.  

Hazardous substances 

REACH can deal with the particularly hazardous substances – the so-called substances of very 

high concern - via two different processes, namely authorisation or restriction. 

The purpose of the authorisation procedure is to gradually phase out the use of substances of 

very high concern in products.  

The implementation of the REACH authorisation procedure is still in its early stages but it is 

working – as a recent ECHA workshop concluded. Yet it fair to say that improvements are 

needed to make it more workable. On the one hand we need to make sure to keep the 

incentive to substitute substances of very high concern. On the other hand, the procedure 

needs to become simpler for companies that want to apply for an authorisation.  

Then there is the issue that hazardous substances, for which uses in the EU have been phased 

out, can still be imported into the EU if they are present in products. This causes not only health 

and environmental concerns but also competitive disadvantages for the European industry.  
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We are looking into possibilities for using REACH to address this issue more effectively – in 

particular by establishing restrictions that would cover all articles placed on the market.  

This issue of hazardous substances in products may also be addressed via the non-toxic 

environment strategy that we have started to work on.  

The concept of "non-toxic environment" 

The concept of "non-toxic environment" originates in Swedish chemicals policy, which it has 

existed as an objective for 16 years already. 

The 7th EAP introduces the concept into EU policy. The non-toxic environment strategy should 

be conducive to innovation and to the development of sustainable substitutes, including non-

chemicals solutions. It should build on horizontal measures – to be undertaken by 2015, this 

year! The measures should concern the safety of nanomaterials, the minimisation of the 

exposure to endocrine disruptors, address the combination effects of chemicals and minimise 

the exposure to chemicals in products, including those in imported products. We should also 

promote non-toxic material cycles and reduce indoor exposure to harmful substances. 

Discussion on the concept of a "non-toxic environment" 

The title "non-toxic environment" makes this strategy easy to distinguish from other strategies 

in environmental and chemical policy. It indicates a direction of the work.  

The concept of a "non-toxic environment" is sometimes misinterpreted or made fun of. In 

particular if you approach the term from an orthodox toxicology point of view.  

A typical argument is to refer to the principal doctrine of toxicology: "the dose makes the 

poison", i.e. any substance might be toxic, depending on the dose. Based on this doctrine, it is 

then claimed that a "non-toxic environment" is impossible and therefore the wording of the 

7EAP makes no sense. 

Another common argument is that many naturally occurring substances are toxic, and it would 

be impossible to eliminate them. 

A third line of reasoning is: roughly half of the number of individual chemical products on the 

market are classified as hazardous to health. These make up approximately four-fifths of the 

total volume of chemicals on the market. It would be impossible to avoid them all! 

Obviously, the concept of a "non-toxic environment" of the 7EAP should not be interpreted 

literally or bluntly. 
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Rather it should be understood as "striving to reduce negative impacts of chemicals on health 

and environment through a broad spectrum of measures".  

The aim is to substitute and phase out the categories of substances that are most harmful from 

a health and environment point of view.  

Other categories of substances which are less harmful to the environment will generally remain 

in use, with the ambition to reduce their risk and exposure.  

While it is not possible to fully achieve a literal "non-toxic environment", it will help shape the 

general direction of chemicals policy.  

We will of course continue implementing the existing legislation, and base our actions on it 

where possible but thanks to the strategy we will have a broad vision of what we want to 

achieve, also in with an eye to the longer term, 2030, 2050.  

Circular economy 

Finally, you may be interested in hearing about "circular economy".  

The package has been withdrawn, with Mr Timmermans' promise that the Commission would 

present a more ambitious package. This gives us the opportunity to strengthen the chemicals 

part. In the previous version, the circular economy focused mainly on waste targets and on re-

using, reducing and recycling.  

There was not much focus on the life cycle of the product before it became waste.  

We are thinking of enhancing the circular economy concept by including more emphasis on all 

stages of the life cycle of products: from the extraction of raw materials through material and 

product design, production, distribution and consumption of goods, repair and re-sue schemes 

to waste management. All these stages are organically linked. For example, the use of 

hazardous substances in products can affect their future recycling.  

Consumer choices can be a powerful driver for circular economy. At present, consumers do not 

have much information about chemicals in products, nor about other aspects such as resource 

efficiency.  

Some ideas to improve the situation for consumers as well as for a circular economy would be: 

longer guarantees on products; take-back schemes for end-of-life products; better repair 

facilities.  

The circular economy agenda links very well with the Commission priority of "Jobs, Growth and 

Investment", as well as with the chemicals agenda of a non-toxic environment. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Commission wants to reassure the citizen that it is going to make a real 

difference, both in addressing economic and social challenges. The Commission also wants to 

lighten the regulatory burden, but it wants to keep high levels of protection of health and the 

environment and consumer choice.  

This agenda may very well lead to new opportunities to tackle the persisting challenges to 

health and environment posed by chemicals. We could do so by finding better ways to 

implement REACH as well as by defining the strategy for a non-toxic environment.  

It is my conviction that in the coming years we can both accomplish the EU's long standing 

commitments on chemicals policy and the new Commission's goals. 
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