
 

Guiding principles for a sus-

tainable resource and waste 

management and ways towards 

their implementation 

Introduction 

Wastes including such that are toxic and hazardous 

in nature are an inevitable consequence of today’s life 

styles and economic activities. In order to secure the 

ecological balance and an adequate living quality for our 

human society also in the future it is more than ever 

before necessary to manage these wastes, utilize them to 

the extent possible to save primary resources and where 

this is not feasible, to ensure a safe disposal. Simultane-

ously our efforts must also be directed on preventing 

new waste emergence and thus reducing the needs for 

having waste treated. It is hence a great challenge for 

human society to combine the protection of the envi-

ronment with the preservation of economic power and to 

guarantee a sustainable development in this way. 

The European Community plays an essential role in 

the efforts for environmental protection and creation of a 

sustainable development, and is trying to take the posi-

tion of a front runner in many areas and to set a good 

example for other regions in the world. The approach 

she has adopted for this is not essentially based on the 

prohibition of certain, environmental-damaging practices 

but reflects a policy that stems from the idea that strict 

environmental standards and norms would stimulate 

innovation and create new business opportunities in 

addition to pollution prevention and that it will be neces-

sary to link all spheres of policy, i.e. economy, trade, 

social life and environmental protection in order to fa-

cilitate this to happen.  

The development of guiding principles and their ap-

plication in all political and practical activities is an 

important process and delivers the basis for the formula-

tion of an appropriate legislation. With regard to re-

sources and waste management this process has got a 

vivid reflection in Environmental Action Plans and a 

number of coherent initiatives and strategies covering 

different sectors and issues of concern. Within these 

documents the precautionary principle
1
 and the polluter 

                                            
1 The precautionary principle may be invoked where urgent 

measures are needed in the face of a possible danger to human, 

animal or plant health, or to protect the environment where 

pays principle
2
 are taking firm positions as basic orienta-

tions for environmental policy. 

The application of these guiding principles for envi-

ronmental policy shall make sure that the consumption 

of renewable and non-renewable resources does not go 

beyond the regeneration capacity of nature and our plan-

et’s ability to accommodate future generations. Decou-

pling economic growth and resource consumption, using 

available resources more efficiently and reducing the 

wastage of materials are the most prominent steps that 

shall be achieved. A European target with regard to 

waste is for example set with a reduction of the waste 

requiring final disposal by at least 50 % until the year 

2050 from the level at the end of the last century. 

The strategy that has explicitly been developed to 

support this goal aims further at a reduction of the envi-

ronmental impacts of products over their entire life cy-

cle, beginning from the extraction of the raw materials 

up to the moment where the generated product becomes 

a waste including its recycling. In that way waste is not 

any longer seen as a cause of environmental pollution 

only but also regarded a potential source for the raw 

materials needed. With this the management of waste 

takes the perspective of a substances flow and closed 

loop management with the main aims being the protec-

tion of resources and sustainable living patterns.  

It is quite clear therefore that landfilling is not any 

longer a viable solution and simply burning the waste is 

unsatisfactory due to the resulting emissions and highly 

concentrated, polluting residues. The far better solution 

is to prevent the generation of waste first of all, and next 

to this preparing the reuse of goods. Whenever these 

options do not exist the waste shall be reintroduced into 

the product cycle by a recycling of its components. The 

source separation of certain waste materials or a subse-

quent segregation of materials for recycling or further 

                                                                    
scientific data do not permit a complete evaluation of the risk. It 

may not be used as a pretext for protectionist measures 
2 The Polluter Pays Principle implies that those who cause envi-

ronmental damage should bear the costs of avoiding it or com-

pensating for it. Therefore public financing of environmental 

policy is in most cases to be avoided, as it should be financed by 

the polluters themselves as far as they can be identified. In some 

cases the polluter may also be obliged to undertake investments 

to comply with the higher norms set. Producers may also be 

obliged to take back their products after use and take care for 

their recycling or safe disposal. Further possibilities are to tax 

practices which contribute to higher resources consumption or 

environmentally damaging products through special schemes. 

Producer and product responsibility are part of the polluter pays 

principle. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32013D1386
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utilization purposes have great meaning here. 

The described ranking of priorities is based on the 

concept known as the waste hierarchy. European mem-

ber states have agreed on this concept and adopted it as 

the basis for all legislative measures in the waste sector 

in addition to the other guiding principles mentioned 

earlier. The five step hierarchical perspective in EU 

waste management legislation demands any activity to 

be strictly oriented on that:  

▸ hazardous content in and the generation of waste 

out of products are prevented first of all,  

▸ products are given a second life before they be-

come waste, 

▸ those amounts which do not suit for reuse are 

recycled, and 

▸ where this isn’t feasible treated to recover the 

energy they contain. 

▸ Only what remains after all above possibilities 

have been exhausted shall be safely disposed of 

on landfills. 

A common orientation that consequently can be 

found in the environmental policy of EU countries is:  

▸ to limit waste amounts and intensity; 

▸ to decouple waste generation from economic 

growth;  

▸ to promote the reuse, recycling and other forms of 

product utilization.  

Under this premise, the waste hierarchy is not the 

hard-and-fast rule as it might seem, particularly since 

different waste treatment methods can have different 

impacts. However, the aim of moving towards a circular 

economy means moving up the hierarchy, away from 

landfills to more and more recycling. To give considera-

tion on both, environmental impacts and the life-cycle of 

resources is at the core of an advanced waste manage-

ment concept. 

The solid building formed by European waste policy 

and legislative framework to enable the realization of 

such concept can be illustrated as in Figure 1. The over-

arching framework is made up from regulations for an 

integrated environmental policy which influences and 

takes into consideration all spheres of human activities 

and well-being, and a coordinated framework law aimed 

at limiting the generation and hazardousness of waste 

and to ensure a safe, well controlled and organized han-

dling of waste in general (overall or horizontal waste 

management framework). A coordinated set of more 

detailed directives concerning waste treatment and dis-

posal operations and to regulate the management of 

specific waste streams is complementing this building.  

Figure 1: Basic structure of the EU’s legislative 

building for the management of waste 

 

Within this set of directives, one can distinguish: 

▸ Directives which concern certain techniques and 

installations used for waste management (tech-

nology-oriented directives), 

▸ Directives which concern certain priority waste 

streams and waste materials (waste stream-related 

directives) and 

▸ Directives pertaining to the supervision and moni-

toring of waste management. 

(More details and links can be found in Table 1) 

These directives provide the EU member states, in-

cluding Germany, a legislative framework which must 

be filled from them individually with a corresponding set 

of national laws and measures. Giving respect to the 

specific conditions and goals of their country, local legis-

lative bodies and authorities may formulate their own 
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regulations in a way that local needs are being addressed 

without that European targets are compromised. The 

principles adopted and practiced by the European mem-

ber states for waste management have therefore a gen-

eral meaning and can serve at any place of the world as 

an orientation to achieve a sustainable development and 

realize a waste management that corresponds to the best 

practices exercised elsewhere. 

Supporting documents for the practical implementa-

tion and to understand better the norms and practices 

referred to in the European legislation have been provid-

ed with the Best available techniques REFerence docu-

ments (BREFs). BREFs should serve as a driver towards 

improved environmental performance across the Euro-

pean Union.  

BREFs do not prescribe techniques or emission limit 

values but contain a number of elements leading up to 

the conclusions of what are considered to be "best avail-

able techniques" (BAT) in a general sense for the sector 

concerned. The definition of BAT requires that the tech-

nique is developed on a scale that allows implementation 

in the sector. The evidence to support a technique as 

BAT can come from one or more plants applying the 

technique somewhere in the world.  

▸ BREF – Waste Treatments Industries (de / en) 

▸ BREF – Waste Incineration (de / en) 

▸ BREF – Management of Tailings and Waste-

Rock in Mining Activities (de / en) 

▸ BREF – Common Waste Water and Waste Gas 

Treatment/Management Systems in the Chemical 

Sector (en) 

▸ BREF – Slaughterhouses and Animal By-

products Industries  (de / en) 

Table 1: Detailed overview on European framework documents and legislative acts for waste management 

Horizontal waste framework of the EU 

EU Waste Framework Directive (Directive 2008/98/EG on waste) 

Closing the loop – An EU action plan for the Circular Economy COM(2015) 614 final 

A resource-efficient Europe – Flagship initiative under the Europe 2020 Strategy COM (2011)0021 final 

General Union Environment Action Program to 2020 1386/2013/EU 

Specific waste streams Supervision and monitoring 
Treatment and disposal  

installations 

▸ Packaging and packaging waste 

(94/62/EC) 

▸ End-of life vehicles (2000/53/EC) 

▸ Waste electrical and electronic 

equipment (2012/19/EU) 

▸ Batteries and accumulators and 

waste batteries and accumulators 

(2006/66/EC) 

▸ Disposal of polychlorinated  

biphenyls and polychlorinated  

terphenyls (96/59/EC) 

▸ Protection of the environment 

when sewage sludge is used in  

agriculture (86/278/EEC) 

▸ Management of waste from extrac-

tive industries (2006/21/EC) 

▸ Supervision and control of 

shipments of waste within, 

into and out of the European 

Community  

(EC) Nr. 1013/2006 

▸ Supervision and control of 

shipments of radioactive 

waste and spent fuel 

(2006/117/Euratom) 

▸ Landfill of waste (99/31/EC) 

▸ Port reception facilities for ship-

generated waste and cargo resi-

due (2000/59/EC) 

▸ Industrial emissions (integrated 

pollution prevention and control) 

(2010/75/EU) 

 

http://www.umweltbundesamt.de/sites/default/files/medien/419/dokumente/bvt_abfallbehandlung_vv.pdf
http://eippcb.jrc.ec.europa.eu/reference/BREF/wt_bref_0806.pdf
http://www.umweltbundesamt.de/sites/default/files/medien/419/dokumente/bvt_abfallverbrennungsanlagen_vv.pdf
http://eippcb.jrc.ec.europa.eu/reference/BREF/wi_bref_0806.pdf
http://www.umweltbundesamt.de/sites/default/files/medien/419/dokumente/bvt_management-bergbauabfaelle_vv.pdf
http://eippcb.jrc.ec.europa.eu/reference/BREF/mmr_adopted_0109.pdf
http://eippcb.jrc.ec.europa.eu/reference/BREF/CWW_Final_Draft_07_2014.pdf
http://www.umweltbundesamt.de/sites/default/files/medien/419/dokumente/bvt_tierschlachtanlagen_vv.pdf
http://eippcb.jrc.ec.europa.eu/reference/BREF/sa_bref_0505.pdf
file://DC/daten/Projekte/UBABestPracUpdate/Texte/1%20Inhaltliche%20Überarbeitung/2%20Überarbeitete%20Datenblätter/c_Überarbeitet%20neues%20Format/en/FRALAW.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32008L0098
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52015DC0614
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1466593063013&uri=CELEX:52011DC0021
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32013D1386
file://DC/daten/Projekte/UBABestPracUpdate/Texte/1%20Inhaltliche%20Überarbeitung/2%20Überarbeitete%20Datenblätter/d_pdf-ierung/de/SWSDIR.pdf
file://DC/daten/Projekte/UBABestPracUpdate/Texte/1%20Inhaltliche%20Überarbeitung/2%20Überarbeitete%20Datenblätter/d_pdf-ierung/de/TECDIR.pdf
file://DC/daten/Projekte/UBABestPracUpdate/Texte/1%20Inhaltliche%20Überarbeitung/2%20Überarbeitete%20Datenblätter/d_pdf-ierung/de/TECDIR.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:31994L0062
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32000L0053
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1438863344189&uri=CELEX:32012L0019
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32006L0066
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:31996L0059
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:31986L0278
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32006L0021
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32006R1013
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32006L0117
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:31999L0031
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32000L0059
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32010L0075

