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Abstract 
Advisory councils for environmental policy and 
sustainable development are a special kind of body, 
established by national and regional governments 
with the explicit task of giving independent policy 
advice. A variety of institutional types of councils 
has evolved over time, some of which have com-
mon tasks and some of which are more distinct. The 
network of European Environment and Sustainable 
Development Advisory Councils (EEAC) is an own 
initiative for cooperation, whose objectives are to 
allow member states' councils to exchange experi-
ences and to collaborate in giving policy advice at 
EU level where appropriate. EEAC has developed 
from a rather loose set of discussions into what is 
now an extensive network with some degree of 
institutionalisation. It gives selective, joint advice 
on EU policy development, which can be a distinc-
tive source of influence upon environmental policy 
and sustainable development. 
 
1 Introduction 
Advisory councils in general, including those for 
environmental policy and sustainable development, 
are a special kind of body with an unusual position 
between 'government' and 'non-government'. They 
are established by national and regional govern-
ments with the explicit task of giving independent 
policy advice. They are typically not only inde-
pendent in substantive terms, but also in organisa-
tional respects, i.e. they have an independent budget 
allocation and an independent secretariat for coor-
dination and support. Only for basic administrative 
functions (e.g. personnel management) are they 
typically linked to a government institution. This 
article provides an overview of the broad range of 
council types in the EU member states and regions 
(chapter 2.), presents the network of European En-
vironment and Sustainable Development Advisory 
Councils (EEAC) as an own initiative for coopera-
tion, whose objectives are to allow member states' 
councils to exchange experiences and to collaborate 
in giving policy advice at EU level where appropri-
ate, and illustrates examples of its work (chapter 3.). 
Finally, it addresses some key challenges facing 
both the individual councils and the network (chap-
ter 4.). 
                                                           
∗  The views expressed in this chapter are personal to the author and do not 

necessarily reflect the views of the EEAC or any of its councils. 

2 The nature and types of advisory coun-
cils for environmental policy and sus-
tainable development in the EU 

2.1 Establishment of advisory councils, com-
position, role and function 

The earliest initiatives of governments in the late 
1960s and early 1970s to establish an environmental 
advisory council took place in Sweden (Environ-
mental Council, 1968), the United Kingdom (Royal 
Commission for Environmental Pollution, 1970) 
and Germany (Advisory Council on the Environ-
ment, 1971). Denmark and the Netherlands also 
have a longstanding tradition of governmental advi-
sory councils. This first phase originated with the 
emergence of the environment as a distinct policy 
field, and the need for governments to gain access 
to a source of independent advice and information 
concerning the environment. 
This first round was followed by the establishment 
of similar bodies in other European countries such 
as Finland, Austria and Belgium, and a little later in 
Ireland and Spain, together with considerable re-
structuring in the Netherlands and Denmark. Simi-
lar bodies were later created in some accession 
countries, namely in Poland, Slovenia, Hungary and 
Lithuania, and are still in existence in the first three 
countries. 
The major political influence upon the second wave 
of the establishment of advisory councils was the 
UN Conference on Environment and Development 
(UNCED) in Rio, 1992. Following the recommen-
dations of Agenda 21, many countries have created 
national mechanisms to follow up the Rio agree-
ments, including initiating processes to formalise 
the participation of relevant stakeholders in sustain-
able development. These two functions are often 
combined with the creation of a body in the form of 
a National Commission for Sustainable Develop-
ment (NCSD) with a more or less explicit role in 
the development and monitoring of national sus-
tainable development strategies. Early movers here 
were Belgium, Finland and the UK, followed by 
Portugal, Ireland and Germany. 

The network of European Environment and Sustainable Development Advi-
sory Councils (EEAC) 

Ingeborg Niestroy ∗ 



 

        1/201/2005   Environmental Law Network International 
 

54 

Function applies to 
 all SDCs

[1] 
most 
SDCs 

expert/env. 
councils 

the Finnish 
model 

Advisory board to the government,      
- from a viewpoint of civil society X  (X) (X) 
- from an expert viewpoint (X)  X  
Prompter/watchdog for the holis-
tic/integrated and long-term view  X X (X) 

Think-tank  X X  
Stakeholder/expert dialogue 'among them-
selves”, including aimed consensus build-
ing among the members  

X    

Stakeholder members to introduce the 
views into their organisations X   (X) 

Agenda setting and tackling difficult policy 
issues (unexpected agreements are 
appreciated), opinion forming 

X  

(X) 
[no explicit 
stakeholder 
agreements] 

(X) 
[no stake-

holder agree-
ments] 

Fostering societal dialogue on SD policies 
by addressing multipliers X  (X) X 

Encouraging and stimulating good practice X  (X) X 

Table 1: General functions of advisory councils  
[1] and to environmental councils with a stakeholder composition, such as the Hungarian OKT and the Flemish Mina-raad. 

 
Compositions of environment and SD councils are 
as follows:  
'Scientific/Expert': Environmental Advisory 
Councils are typically composed of experts with 
various backgrounds, sometimes strictly from aca-
demia. It is their interdisciplinary approach to pol-
icy assessment that makes them distinctive. Since 
the emergence of sustainable development as a new 
approach, most of them have also addressed this 
concept and its policy implications, albeit to differ-
ing extents, which seems to partly correlate with the 
general state of environmental policy in the respec-
tive country (cf. Table 2). 
'Stakeholder': In these formations, council mem-
bers are chosen with the purpose of 'representing' 
key societal/interest groups. In most cases however, 
the set up and working style of the council aims to 
stimulate dialogue among stakeholder groups and to 
allow free deliberation, rather than to negotiate the 
positions of the individual groups (such as in social 
partnerships, for example). With the exception of 
the 'Finnish model', the SD councils, in the same 
way as expert councils, do not have government 
members (except purely as observers), but develop 
separate links to governmental actors. In Finland, 
the SD council itself serves as a platform for dia-
logue between government and non-governmental 

actors, and hence does not aim to foster dialogue 
among stakeholders. Interestingly, most SD coun-
cils in the new member states follow this model (cf. 
chapter 2.3). The following functions are typically 
allocated to advisory councils 1: 
The expert councils serve mainly as independent 
advisors to the government, and there are naturally 
no expectations placed on dialogue among stake-
holders, nor do they have any explicit role to com-
municate environment/SD to a broader public. They 
focus on assessing government policies, and give 
recommendations for new policies under develop-
ment. 
 
2.2 Existence of advisory councils for envi-

ronment and/or SD across EU member 
states 

Information about all EEAC councils are methodi-
cally presented on the EEAC website (background 
                                                           
1  Modified, from Niestroy, I. (2005): Sustaining Sustainability – a benchmark 

study on national strategies towards sustainable development and the 
impact of councils in nine EU member states. EEAC series, Background 
study No.2. Lemma, Utrecht. P. 43. 
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and mission, members, current and future priority 
fields of the council, publications and advice). 2 
Four old member states do not have an advisory 
council 3: Denmark, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg. 
- Denmark used to have an Environment Council, 

which was dissolved in 2002 by a new govern-
ment. 

- Greece however, established an SD/Environment 
Council in 2002, which began to work. There is 
now a National Centre for Environment and Sus-
tainable Development with policy advisory tasks. 

- Italy has never had a Council. 
- Luxembourg passed a law on sustainable devel-

opment in 2004 that also makes provision for the 
establishment of an SD council, which will 
probably take place in 2005. 

Spain had an Environmental Council, which oper-
ated for several years after 1995; it was re-
established with a different composition at the end 
of 2004. Catalonia is the only region in Spain which 
has an SD Council. 
France had a functioning SD council (CFDD), 
whose term was not prolonged by a new govern-
ment; a succeeding body was installed instead 
(CNDD), which has a rather unusual composition of 
80 members, and hence cannot really be considered 
as a 'council'. 
Most of the 10 old member states with a council 
have more than one. For example, in the federal 
countries Belgium and Germany, there are one or 
more federal councils and a number of regional 
ones 4. Other countries such as the Netherlands have 
one advisory council for each Ministry 5, others 
have both an environment council and an SD coun-
cil (e.g. Austria, Finland, Germany, Ireland, UK), 
and Sweden has a tradition of establishing expert 
committees for new and complex policy fields, 
                                                           
2  www.eeac-net.org  councils. 
3  As there is no systematic difference between the term 'council' or 'com-

mission' for such advisory bodies, this article uses 'council' as the less 
confusing one. 

4  This applies to Belgium with a federal SD council and three regional 
councils for environment and/or SD (Flemish Mina-raad, Walloon 
CWEDD, Brussels CERBC). Germany has three national councils (the 
Environment Council SRU, the SD Council RNE, and the Council for 
Global Change WBGU), and a few regional ones that have evolved in 
recent years (e.g. in Northrhine-Westphalia and Baden-Wuerttemberg). In 
the UK there are two national councils: the Environment Council (RCEP) 
and the SD Commission (SDC); here also the government agencies for 
nature protection have to some extent the function of giving policy advice 
(the Welsh CCW, the Scottish SNH, English Nature, and the somehow 
overarching agency JNCC, which is mainly responsible for international 
affairs). 

5  and so-called 'sector councils', each giving advice to several Ministries on 
research questions in certain fields (like the Advisory Council for Research 
on Spatial Planning, Nature and Environment, RMNO); there is so far no 
SD council. 

which, in contrast to the environment council MVB, 
are typically temporary. 
From the 10 new member states, five have an advi-
sory council for environment and/or SD in place, 
and/or for which information is available: Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Slovenia. 
- The most well established councils, with their 

own budget and a small secretariat are found in 
Hungary (as of 1996) and Slovenia (as of 1993), 
whereas the Polish PROS is working on a 
slightly lower level (as of 1993). All of them are 
environment councils; the Hungarian OKT has a 
stakeholder composition, the Slovenian CEPRS 
an expert composition, and the Polish PROS is 
'scientific' (academia only). Slovenia and Poland 
also established an additional SD council in 
2003, but in neither country has the council gone 
beyond the founding phase. 

- Malta established an SD council in 2001, which 
played an active role in the elaboration of the 
Maltese SD strategy and coordinated the consul-
tation process. 

- The Czech Republic established an SD council in 
2003, which has played a role in the redrafting of 
the Czech SD strategy, consultation and monitor-
ing. 

- Estonia was the first accession country to estab-
lish an SD council in 1996; there is no informa-
tion about its activities as of 2003. 

- Lithuania had an SD council as of 2000, but it 
terminated with the WSSD. This seems to simi-
larly apply to the Slovak SD council. 

- Latvia established an SD council in 2002, which 
was developed into a 'Council of National Econ-
omy' by a new government. No further informa-
tion is available. 

- Cyprus has supposedly had an independent 
stakeholder-type council for the environment. To 
date, no further information has been gathered. 

Establishments of SD councils are linked to differ-
ing extents to the preparation of an SD strategy, 
with the strongest link found in Germany and the 
UK. 6 
 
2.3 Independence vs. government lead: rela-

tion to working style and function 
As Table 2 shows, almost all councils in the old 
member states are set up as independent bodies as 
                                                           
6  In the new member states Estonia and the Czech Republic the link is also 

strong; in Lithuania and the Slovak Republic a council was apparently 
installed solely for the preparation of the WSSD. The Hungarian govern-
ment decided in early 2005 to elaborate an SD strategy, and is consider-
ing the establishment of an SD council. 
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either an expert or a stakeholder council (cf. ch. 
2.1). 
Independence in structural terms typically means 
that a council has only non-governmental members, 
its own budget and a small secretariat, typically and 
preferably neither based within a Ministry, nor 
recruited from Ministry staff. It is hence only linked 
to a government institution 7 in administrative 
terms 8. Some councils have government members 
as observers (e.g. Belgium, Netherlands, Portugal), 
which serves the function of presenting a dialogue 
to the government, which is supplementary to dia-
logue among stakeholders and only works well if 
the independence in principle is acknowledged by 
government and if the council has developed a 
certain self-consciousness. 
Such a structural setting is chosen if the government 
wishes a council to fulfil the function of 'giving 
independent advice', as a council with government 
members obviously cannot criticise government 
policy. The council members are appointed by gov-
ernment, with suggestions and nominations deriving 
from all kinds of sounding processes. 
EEAC bears the term 'advisory' in its title to denote 
this key function, which applies to all independent 
councils. 
Table 2 shows that most of the councils in the old 
member states are set up as independent ones. Ex-
ceptions are the 'Finnish model' for an SD 'council' 
(cf. chapter 2.1) and the Swedish Environment 
Council, which has been chaired by the Minister for 
Environment during most of its years in existence. 
In both countries, such a setting is due to a political 
culture that comprises a generally closer relation-
ship between government and non-governmental 
actors. 9 
In contrast, only 2 – 3 of the new members states 
have an independent council, namely Hungary and 
Slovenia (Poland to a lesser extent). All other SD 
councils, at whichever stage of their existence, are 
government led. As government members also tend 
to make up the majority of members, it may be 
stated that these bodies are more of an inter-
ministerial working group with NGO participation 
than SD councils with the above-mentioned func-
tions. It is perhaps due to the rather young democ-
racies in the new member states that this type of 
council is preferred: both because governments are 
                                                           
7  i.e. a Ministry, an Agency or another body. 
8  e.g. staff contracts, provision of premises, financial administration or 

auditing. 
9  The Swedish MVB has meanwhile developed a mixed model, which 

serves both the purpose of being close advisors to the Minister, and 
elaborating independent positions in its Working Groups. 

more comfortable with this model, and because 
civil society is not (yet) well organised. 
As analysed in Table 2, the more governmental type 
of SD 'council' also correlates with a certain work-
ing style. All of them (in the cases where informa-
tion is available) meet only around four times per 
year, and also only for 2 – 3 hours, which is more of 
a hearing type of meeting than a deliberation, par-
ticularly as these bodies also tend to have rather a 
lot of members (more than 30). The independent 
type of council meets more often, typically once a 
month, and the meetings have a longer duration. 
Those of the independent SD councils that have a 
higher number of members (e.g. the Belgian FRDO-
CFDD) meet less in Plenary, but have several work-
ing groups which meet more often. More regular 
and intensive meetings are important for a council, 
as is a committed chair. 
 
3 The EEAC network 
3.1 Roots, principles and the development of 

internal structures 
Being confronted with the increasing importance of 
EU environmental policy to national policy making, 
environmental advisory councils from Belgium, 
Germany, the Netherlands and the UK took the 
initiative in 1993 to establish some systematic in-
formation exchanges on issues of common interest 
and concern, largely based on an annual meeting 
focused on a single topic. In 1996, significant steps 
were taken towards institutionalising a network: a 
subscription fee was introduced with the purpose of 
financing a secretariat post and a common website. 
In addition, a small Steering Committee was elected 
to provide overall direction and strategy and to 
assist in representing the network throughout the 
year. The development of the underlying structure 
of the network, however, has not followed a con-
ventional organisational path, and has had to be 
sensitive to the independent nature of the councils, 
their diversity of structures and remits, and their 
relationships with national governments. These 
requirements are reflected in a number of principles 
that have guided the development of the network to 
date. In 2003, membership was broadened to also 
allow SD councils, if endorsing the view of the 
network on sustainable development 10: 'The fun-
damental principle underlying the EEAC network is 
the common understanding that present trends in 
production, consumption, trade, and economic 
                                                           
10  For more details on the historic development cf.: Macrory, R. and Ni-

estroy, I. (2004): Emerging Transnational Policy Networks: The European 
Environmental Advisory Councils. In: Vig, N.J. and Faure, M.G. (2004): 
Green Giants? Environmental Policies of the United States and the Euro-
pean Union. MIT Press, Cambridge. p. 305–328. 
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development as a whole are rooted in unsustainable 
uses of natural resources. The global challenge 
confronting humankind is to move to a new and 
more sustainable concept of development. This new 
concept of development will acknowledge economic 
needs and social aspirations, but also will respect 
the constraints imposed by the requirement to pro-
tect the critical and unique values of the natural 
environment.' 11 
In 2004, the network decided to establish a legal 
entity, mainly for managerial reasons, which would 
be responsible for the secretariat, that had previ-
ously been 'hosted' by members on a rotating basis, 
providing relevant services. The overall spirit of a 
bottom-up approach has been maintained by con-
tinuing rotation of key responsibilities. 
Only in a few cases is the relationship between 
environment councils and SD councils not fully 
mutually supportive. Overall, it has become widely 
acknowledged that it is beneficial to have both 
types in a country, which reflects the relationship 
between the two policy fields: 
Environment as a pacemaker, - and environment 
councils hence providing policy analysis and expert 
evaluations, and SD councils with the more over-
arching view and providing stakeholder dialogue, 
and contributing to the creation of ownership in 
society. 
Establishing councils in countries where they do not 
yet exist, and supporting capacity building in coun-
tries where civil society is not yet well organised, 
are therefore challenges in themselves. Councils 
should be set up in such a way that enables the 
development of an atmosphere of open minds, 
based on trust, self-reflection, creativity and trend-
scouting. It would therefore be preferable for gov-
ernment-led councils to move towards a more inde-
pendent setting. 
 
3.2 Objectives and outcomes 
The core objectives of the EEAC network are:  
- to enrich the advice the individual councils give 

to their national and regional governments, 
- to provide an operational framework for joint 

activities, 
- to profit from the experiences and work of coun-

cils in other countries, 
- to anticipate better forthcoming strategic issues 

at European level, 
                                                           
11  Art. 1 of the 'Framework for EEAC', which was endorsed in 2002 on the 

basis of a statement on 'Greening Sustainable Development Strategies' 
(2001; www.eeac-net.org). 

- and, where appropriate, to exert an influence on 
policy developments at EU level by acting coop-
eratively. 

The notion of giving collective, and targeted, advice 
on EU policy has developed in the course of con-
solidating the network. For various reasons, it has 
emerged that such advice elaborated by the network 
is limited to around one instance per year. This is on 
the one hand due to the primary, or even exclusive, 
remit of councils, to advise national and regional 
governments, which limits their capacity for pro-
active advice on EU policy. On the other hand, the 
network has also agreed that the primary network-
ing functions are to be prioritised. The tradition has 
developed that such a joint statement is elaborated 
for the (annual) EEAC conference, which is hosted 
by members on a rotating basis. 12 EEAC has sev-
eral Working Groups (WG), one of which provides 
the mechanism for preparing a joint statement per 
year. 
The first powerful example of joint advice for a 
recent policy development at EU level was the 
EEAC statement 'Greening Sustainable Develop-
ment Strategies', which was elaborated in 2000 as a 
recommendation for the EU SD strategy, adopted 
by the Gothenburg Summit in June 2001. It was 
endorsed by the vast majority of EEAC councils, 
and timely presented at an EEAC conference in 
Stockholm in February 2001. As is generally the 
case, it is not clearly assessable if and how the 
councils' advice influences government policy, but 
actors from within the European Commission and 
the Member States appreciated the recommenda-
tions. 
In 2002, a statement was presented on the mid-term 
review of the Common Agriculture Policy, which 
took place in the same year. It was also discussed 
with individual officials from DG Agriculture and 
Environment. 
For the following year, a broader theme was chosen 
as highly important, and the statement on 'European 
Governance for the Environment' was discussed at 
the annual conference 2003. This deliberately took 
place during the Italian Presidency, in collaboration 
with the European University Institute in Florence, 
and was also meant to stimulate the Italian govern-
ment to consider establishing an advisory council. 
The statement was accompanied by a background 
paper, which laid the basis for a proposed frame-
                                                           
12  All EEAC statements maybe downloaded on www.eeac-net.org, and are 

available in printed versions from the EEAC Office, c/o Mina-raad, Kliniek-
straat 25, B – 1070 Brussels. 
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work for environmental decision-making 13. Re-
flecting on the Commission's White paper on Euro-
pean Governance of 2001 and a number of follow-
up communications and other policy processes, 
EEAC here 'cautions the EU and national govern-
ments against an imbalanced move towards devolu-
tion and deregulation in environmental policy, and 
calls for a differentiated, problem-based and solu-
tion-oriented choice of strategies'. It recommends 
that EU institutions and member states should opt 
for a twofold strategy, consisting in: 
- 'careful and problem-based experimentation 

with new modes of environmental governance, 
- while at the same time maintaining the tradi-

tional capacity for direct regulatory interven-
tion' 14. 

EEAC proposes a heuristic framework for available 
governance options (direct regulation, flexible mix 
of instruments, reflexive social learning), depending 
on the type of problem (imminent danger, persistent 
problems, emerging and complex local problems) 
and allocating the key actors to the respective prob-
lem-solving tasks. 15 
Because of its broad and rather fundamental nature, 
it is expected that this governance statement may be 
revisited over a substantial period of time. As re-
gards outreach, the statement was as usual dis-
cussed with individual officials of the European 
Commission (DG Environment, DG Research and 
the Secretariat General). 
In 2004, during the process at EU level to elaborate 
a Marine Strategy as one of the Thematic Strategies 
under the 6th Environmental Action Program (EAP), 
EEAC presented a joint statement 'Towards a Euro-
pean Marine Strategy' at its annual conference in 
Berlin. The Marine Working Group that had elabo-
rated this statement had also been involved in the 
stakeholder consultation process, organised by the 
Commission with several expert groups. It found 
many of its comments taken into account in the 
Commission's drafts and was hence broadly suppor-
tive of the Marine Strategy represented by papers 
seen at that time. In what later became an 'EEAC 
statement' (i.e. endorsed by a majority of EEAC 
councils), procedural shortcomings and omissions 
from the strategy were addressed. EEAC inter alia 
recommends that the Marine Strategy should be a 
'binding Framework Document, the text of which 
should suggest for further consideration of the op-
                                                           
13  Meuleman, L., Niestroy, I., Hey, C. (2003): Environmental Governance in 

Europe. RMNO Background Studies (V.02). Lemma, Utrecht. P. 14, p. 23 
and thereafter. 

14  P. 13, supra. 
15  P. 14 and thereafter, p. 26 and thereafter, supra. 

tions for ‘daughter legislative instruments’ to more 
fully implement specific commitments in the 
Framework' 16. Defining the 'Desired State of the 
Marine Environment' is considered as essential, and 
as a fundamental criterion to providing an overarch-
ing goal for the strategy: 'All marine ecosystems are 
managed in ways which allow them to function in a 
balanced, self-sustaining way in the face of envi-
ronmental change, supporting both biodiversity and 
human activities (importantly, this implies that 
heavily-modified ecosystems must be restored to 
good ecological potential).' 17 EEAC members also 
participated in the subsequent stakeholder confer-
ence in Rotterdam, during which the Commission 
representatives were sympathetic to the suggestion 
of a Framework Directive. 
The statement for the 2005 conference focusses on 
the implications of climate change for biodiversity, 
and is hence targeted to one of the priorities of the 
UK Presidency. This Working Group has also par-
ticipated in and provided input for a stakeholder 
consultation process organised by the Commission, 
in the form of 'Biodiversity Expert Groups', for each 
of the four 'Biodiversity Action Plans' under the EU 
Biodiversity Strategy. 
Expert group consultation processes of this nature 
have become more common for EU (environ-
mental) policy proposals, and EEAC representatives 
partly participate therein, - providing that joint 
positions have been developed in EEAC Working 
Groups, and that capacity allows it. 
Besides the roughly annual EEAC statements, 
Working Groups also prepare and issue advice and 
papers on their own behalf (i.e. fewer numbers of 
councils endorsing a statement). Recent examples 
include a statement of the WG Energy '70/30 - 
Towards European targets for Greenhouse Gas 
Reduction 2050 and 2020', which was endorsed by 
nine councils from seven member states. Similarly, 
the WG Agriculture is preparing a statement on EU 
rural development policies, which will be discussed 
at a conference in Hungary in October 2005. The 
WG Marine is providing further input on aspects of 
the EU Marine Strategy, drawing on the EEAC 
statement of 2004. 
The WG Sustainable Development has issued sev-
eral recommendations for the ongoing process of 
the EU SD strategy implementation and review, as 
well as joint input to the formalised (web-based) 
consultation procedure launched by the Commis-
sion. Some councils contributed individually here 
                                                           
16  EEAC statement 'Towards a European Marine Strategy' (www.eeac-

net.org), p. 3. 
17  P. 4, supra. 
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too (namely the Austrian Forum, the Belgian 
FRDO-CFDD, the German RNE and the Irish 
Comhar), which may be interpreted as an indicator 
for increased awareness of the importance of verti-
cal integration, resulting in the provision of some 
capacity to contribute to EU policy developments. 
Some environment councils have so far contributed 
directly to EU policies, such as the German SRU 
and the UK RCEP on the REACH proposal, the 
Dutch RLG on agriculture and rural development 
policies on several occasions, and/or by translating 
own advice (to national governments) that also 
covers EU policies. 
In 2003, the WG Sustainable Development 
launched an outstanding initiative for conducting a 
benchmark study on national processes towards 
sustainable development and on the role and impact 
of councils. 18 The study provides an inside story on 
the state of the art of national strategies and proc-
esses for sustainable development in nine EU mem-
ber states. It focuses on the governance of sustain-
ability including horizontal and vertical coordina-
tion, and the links between government and non-
governmental actors. It particularly explores the 
role of advisory councils for sustainable develop-
ment and environment, how they have been estab-
lished and operate, how they contribute to the crea-
tion of effective national sustainable development 
strategies and to their implementation and monitor-
ing, how they foster stakeholder dialogue and con-
tributions, and how they help to bridge the various 
gaps between different actors on sustainability is-
sues. The study identifies key achievements and 
challenges in all participating countries, provides a 
comparative analysis, and proposes ways for im-
provement. The study also explores links (and gaps) 
between national sustainable development strategies 
and the EU Sustainable Development Strategy and 
its implementation, and identifies possible measures 
for strengthening this link. The results have been 
presented at various occasions and will support the 
ongoing work of this WG. 
EEAC has also agreed to cooperate with the Euro-
pean Economic and Social Committee (EESC), 
which will possibly take up a monitoring function 
for the implementation of the EU SD strategy. It has 
played an active role in a series of conferences 
organised by a network of government officials 
responsible for member states' SD strategies (The 
Hague 2002, Vienna 2003, Kinsale 2004, Windsor 
2005). 
 
 
                                                           
18  Niestroy, I. (2005), cf. footnote 2. 

4 Conclusions and challenges 
Advisory councils are clearly no panacea, yet they 
are widely considered as useful mechanisms for the 
above mentioned tasks and objectives. Many of the 
long-standing environment councils have gained a 
strong reputation for their critical advice. The in-
herent challenge has always been to 'bridge the gap' 
between scientific knowledge and policy, and to 
strike a balance between strong scientific founda-
tion and targeted policy advice. The (mostly 
younger) SD councils are themselves experimental 
fields for sustainable development as a learning 
process. Challenges here include: 
- promote and support better links between the 

national and international SD strategies; 
- strengthen links with regional and local activi-

ties, e.g. Local Agenda 21 processes; 
- improve links to other councils (e.g. social-

economic ones), and partly: make better use of 
potential for mutual support with environment 
councils; 

- make better use of potential for learning from 
other councils (e.g. working style, approaches, 
initiatives, relations to government), 

- continue to raise awareness of the governance 
dimension of sustainable development. 

Obviously, the extensive field of environmental 
policy and integration, as well as the even wider 
concept of sustainable development challenges each 
individual council as a small body with limited 
resources. Priority setting is key, and advice topics 
must be well chosen and targeted. With the estab-
lishment of the EEAC network, and working to-
wards its consolidation and increased effectiveness, 
councils have shown their awareness of the impor-
tance of EU policies, and of the increasing EU in-
fluence upon national policies. National and re-
gional governments with established advisory coun-
cils have widely welcomed this engagement, and 
their national and regional councils' cooperation 
with colleagues from other member states. In addi-
tion to this, it would be desirable to make the task 
of working pro-actively on EU policies explicit in 
the statutes or remit of the councils. This would 
better safeguard that the significance of EU policy 
and the importance of links and occasional collec-
tive action with other European councils is ac-
knowledged and does not become sidelined by 
national priorities due to already tight agendas and 
programmes. 
The EEAC network has been developed over the 
course of a few years from a set of informal discus-
sions between a small number of advisory councils 
to what is now an extensive network, which can be 
a distinctive source of influence on environmental 
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policy and sustainable development, both at Com-
munity level and within individual countries. The 
influence of joint EEAC statements can be power-
ful, because they are based on sound deliberation 
within each council's interdisciplinary and/or stake-
holder setting, and endorsed by a large number of 
councils across EU member states, with the net-
work's decision-making carried out by processes of 
consensus building rather than formal voting. 
The EEAC will continue to promote the value of 
independent, official advisory bodies as an element 
of good governance, within EU member states, in 
other European countries and in other regions of the 
world. At the end of the day, its greatest strength 
will rest on the willingness and capacity of councils 
to network with each other, the sharing of experi-
ences and perspectives, learning from each other, 
and recognising those areas where collectively 
agreed viewpoints transcending national perspec-
tives are vital for a more sustainable development in 
Europe.  




