Background paper
Context
In 2020, Europe faces environmental challenges of unprecedented scale and urgency. The latest
assessment of the European environment’s state, trends and prospects — SOER 2020 — addresses
the systemic character of these challenges and provides insights into how Europe can respond.
SOER 2020 states that Europe will not achieve its 2030 or longer term sustainability goals without
ambitious action during the next 10 years. Therefore, the key question is no longer why or whether
sustainability transitions are necessary, but how to make them happen. The need for such far-reaching
change is reflected in the European Commission's European Green Deal, which emphasises the
importance of ambitious transformations to tackle climate change and environment-related
challenges, and the opportunities that these could create for a just and inclusive transition.
The EESC Sustainable Development Observatory and the European Environment Agency are jointly
hosting this public event to engage a broad range of civil society organisations to discuss the core
messages of the SOER 2020 report and their implications for actions in support of ongoing policy
processes (i.e. the European Green Deal, the next EU environment programme, Horizon Europe, etc.).
Accelerating the sustainability transition will require engaging all sectors of the economy and society.
The event will look at ways to leverage the role of civil society in enabling sustainability transitions to
secure the healthy environment on which our wellbeing depends, making sure that no one is left
behind, and in translating knowledge into action. It will also discuss how to foster the engagement
and active participation of all stakeholders, including youth, in accelerating the shift towards a more
sustainable Europe. It will inform EEA activities including EEA strategy (2021-2030) and development
of future partnerships to produce knowledge that can guide and support sustainability transitions. It
will provide valuable input to the EESC’s ongoing and future discussions on the various elements of
the European Green Deal and the implementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals.
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Sustainability challenges and responses
Although European environment and climate policies have delivered substantial benefits over recent
decades, the messages from the SOER 2020 assessment of recent trends and outlooks is clear: policies
have been more effective in reducing environmental pressures than in protecting biodiversity and
ecosystems, and human health and well-being.
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Europe faces persistent problems in areas such as biodiversity loss, resource use, climate change
impacts and environmental risks to health and well-being. Global megatrends such as demographic
change are intensifying many environmental challenges, while rapid technological change brings new
risks and uncertainties.
Perhaps the most important factor underlying Europe’s persistent environmental and sustainability
challenges is that they are inextricably linked to economic activities and lifestyles, in particular the
societal systems that provide Europeans with necessities such as food, energy, housing and mobility.
Change at the needed scale and pace will not be achieved through incremental improvements to
established modes of producing and consuming. This will require more fundamental transformation
— rethinking not just technologies and production processes but also consumption patterns and ways
of living.
Where does Europe go from here?
While Europe faces major challenges, the future can be shaped. Europe can either be carried by
current trends or it can seek to actively shape them towards a more sustainable trajectory. Europe
will not achieve its sustainability vision of ‘living well, within the limits of our planet’ simply by
promoting economic growth and seeking to manage harmful side-effects with environmental and
social policy tools. Instead, sustainability needs to become the guiding principle for ambitious and
coherent policies and actions across society. An overarching EU strategy for the implementation of
the UN Sustainable Development Goals would provide an essential framework for coherent action.
SOER 2020 identifies a range of areas where urgent action is needed during the next 10 years.
Strengthening policy implementation, integration and coherence: Full implementation of existing
policies would take Europe a long way to achieving its environmental goals up to 2030.
Developing more systemic, long-term policy frameworks and binding targets: The coverage of longterm policy frameworks needs to be extended to other important systems and issues, starting with
the food system, chemicals and land use.
Leading international action towards sustainability: Europe cannot achieve its sustainability goals in
isolation. The EU has significant diplomatic and economic influence, which it can use to promote the
adoption of ambitious agreements in areas such as biodiversity and resource use.
Fostering innovation throughout society: Changing trajectory will depend critically on the emergence
and spread of diverse forms of innovation that can trigger new ways of thinking and living.
Scaling up investments and reorienting finance: Although achieving sustainability transitions will
require major investments, Europeans stand to gain hugely – both because of avoided harms to nature
and society, and because of the economic and social opportunities that they create.
Managing risks and ensuring a socially fair transition: Successful governance of sustainability
transitions will require that societies acknowledge potential risks, opportunities and trade-offs, and
devise ways to navigate them. Policies have an essential role in achieving just transitions.
Linking knowledge with action: Achieving sustainability transitions will require diverse new
knowledge, drawing on multiple disciplines and types of knowledge production. This includes evidence
about the systems driving environmental pressures, pathways to sustainability, promising initiatives
and barriers to change.
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Enabling society wide action and a just and fast transition
Sustainability transitions cannot be imposed in a top-down way. They will only be successful if based
on broad support from a wide range of societal actors, so the social dimension cannot be
underestimated. Transitions bring surprises, trade-offs and unintended consequences but they will
also create diverse new jobs and opportunities — often in ways that are hard to anticipate in advance.
Recognising the diverse realities across Europe and unequal distribution of costs and benefits arising
from systemic changes is vital for a just transition.
Policies have an essential role here, for example in supporting companies and workers in industries
facing phasing out. Measures such as retraining, subsidies, technical assistance or investment can help
those that are negatively affected and ensure that they secure benefits from systemic change. The
European Green Deal Investment Plan and Just Transition Mechanism are a step in the right direction.
Sustainability transitions also critically depend on the emergence and spread of diverse forms of
innovation that trigger alternative ways of thinking and living. Citizens, communities and civil society
groups are important sources of creativity and innovation. They are instrumental in bringing about
behavioural and lifestyle changes. The total number of initiatives across Europe is likely to number in
the tens of thousands. Cumulatively they represent a substantial amount of societal energy that
policymakers could engage with more strategically.
Governments could offer more support for civil society innovations, for example by funding citizens’
groups and projects; providing privileged access to public infrastructure (e.g. vacant land or offices);
facilitating the circulation of knowledge about grassroots projects; stimulating experimental
partnerships with public services (e.g. schools, hospitals); and more publicly displaying support for
citizen-led sustainability projects and their positive contribution to public life locally.
Democratising information, enabling local action and empowering cities and communities are also key
prerequisites for a just and fast transition. There are many legitimate perspectives on desirable futures
and choices on how to reach them. Effective governance requires participatory processes that enable
diverse stakeholders to identify shared visions and goals and credible pathways to reach them.
Inclusive approaches are essential to ensuring societal support for sustainability transitions and that
no-one is left behind.
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