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ASSESSMENT AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Chapter 1. Key environmental trends 

Assessment 

1. Austria has a small, open economy and its citizens enjoy a high standard of living. Since 2000 its 

economic performance has been robust, better than that of some key trade partners, including Germany. 

The 2008-09 recession reduced a range of environmental pressures that had been increasing in the first part 

of the 2000s. Since then, the economy has rebounded and is projected to grow steadily, thanks to a strong 

industrial base and relatively sound public finances. 

2. The carbon intensity of the Austrian economy decreased in the second half of the 2000s and 

remains low by international standards. This reflects the relatively low energy intensity of the economy 

and the high share of renewables in energy supply and electricity generation. However, energy 

consumption has increased in all economic sectors. Transport, mainly by road, is the largest consumer of 

energy and the second largest source of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. This is in part due to urban 

sprawl and related commuting patterns, as well as to the high volume of international and transit freight 

traffic. About 30% of transport-related GHG emissions are associated to fuel  that is bought in Austria but 

consumed abroad. While GHG emissions have declined since the mid-2000s, they remain above the 1990 

level and Austria’s Kyoto target. 

3. Austria has made progress in improving the material productivity of its economy, although 

efforts will be needed to reach the national long-term target. Austria generates more economic wealth per 

unit of material used than the OECD Europe average. An effective waste management policy has 

contributed to this result through high and growing rates of material recycling and waste recovery. 

Progress has also been made in reducing municipal waste generation, although further efforts are needed to 

decouple it from private consumption. Municipal waste generated per capita remains well above the 

OECD Europe average. 

4. About 60% of Austria’s territory is mountainous and nearly half is forested. Only 38% of the 

land area is available for settlements, essentially in river valleys and basins. The topography exposes the 

population to a variety of natural hazards, primarily flooding, which could be exacerbated by climate 

change. Extensive flood protection measures, intensive use of hydropower and conversion of wetlands into 

agricultural land have exerted ecological pressures on rivers and lakes. Restoring the good ecological 

status/potential of water flows will require massive investment. 

5. Grassland and arable land area has shrunk further since 2000 because of continued conversion for 

housing and infrastructure. The rate of soil sealing has outpaced population growth and the national target, 

putting pressure on natural areas and ecosystems. About 28% of the land area is under some form of nature 

protection, among the highest levels in the OECD. However, the conservation status of habitats and species 

is relatively unfavourable, and the endangerment of several key species relatively high. Nearly a fifth of 

the agricultural area is under organic farming, the highest share in the EU. This, together with uptake of 

environment-friendly agricultural practices, has helped reduce the intensity of fertiliser use, the level of 

which is now among the lowest in the OECD. As a result, the nutrient surplus has declined and only a few 

groundwater bodies are now considered at risk from nitrates. 
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6. The Austrian population appears to be more satisfied with environmental quality than the 

European population on average, though the share of unsatisfied people grew in the latter part of the last 

decade. The burden of disease attributable to the environment is among the lowest in Europe. Austria’s 

water quality is among the world’s best in terms of potential health impacts, thanks to the very large share 

of population connected to high-standard wastewater treatment plants. However, exposure to air pollution 

from particulates and ozone in urban areas is persistently high. Although emissions of major air pollutants 

have fallen significantly, emissions of nitrogen oxides (NOX) exceed the national ceiling. Road transport is 

the major source of NOX emissions, largely due to the high and increasing share of diesel  in the overall 

vehicle fleet. 

Chapter 2. Policy-making environment 

Assessment 

7. Many Austrians are members of environmental non-government organisations (NGOs) or alpine 

associations, indicating a strong interest in environmental policy. In keeping with this, Austria has often 

been at the forefront of environmental developments in the European Union and internationally, though 

more so in the past than in recent years. 

8. During the 2000s, the demand for environmental quality, and for better integration of 

environmental, social and economic policies, was also reflected in the adoption of two strategies for 

sustainable development. The first, in 2002, established the principle of sustainability in federal policies 

and actions; the second, adopted at Land level in 2010 and reaffirmed at federal level in 2011, provided a 

common framework for actions at both the federal and Land levels. Austria was the first federal country in 

Europe to adopt such an approach. These initiatives have been accompanied by Local Agenda 21 processes 

that, by 2012, had been implemented in 19% of municipalities and about half of districts. While steps have 

been taken to co-ordinate implementation of the two sustainable development strategies, their coexistence 

has created uncertainty and hindered effective mainstreaming of sustainable development. Further efforts 

are needed to update the 2002 federal strategy, to make the various sustainable development initiatives 

more coherent and comprehensive, and to engage federal ministries and Land departments more actively. 

9. The national environmental policy framework has been increasingly driven by EU directives. 

Austria compares well with other countries in implementing EU environmental legislation: between 2007 

and 2012, Austrian environmental infringements were below the EU average. However, the Länder are 

exclusively responsible for some environmental issues, and are often unable or unwilling to commit the 

resources required to discharge their responsibilities. As a result, environmental legislation is relatively 

fragmented, and there are gaps and inconsistencies in implementation. 

10. The air management policy framework is well established and fully consistent with EU policy. 

Austria has been at the forefront of waste management policy, and was given a top ranking by the 

European Commission for compliance with the core elements of EU policy in this area. Although Austria 

adopted a National Biodiversity Strategy in 2005, more efforts are needed to achieve targets for 

biodiversity loss and land degradation. This problem is related to the fragmented approaches adopted by 

the Länder, which are responsible for this policy area, and also to the absence of a coherent national spatial 

development strategy that strikes an appropriate balance between the growth of built-up areas and the 

conservation of natural spaces and biodiversity. 

11. Austria is one of the few countries that have an integrated approach to environmental impact 

assessment (EIA) and permitting. However, the approach does not apply to federal road and high-speed 

railway projects, which has affected the duration and costs of procedures, created legal uncertainty and 

compromised social acceptance of large transport infrastructure development. Independent evaluations 
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have concluded that while the EIA system generally meets legal requirements, there is room for 

improvement. Austria’s progress in granting permits to large installations under the EU Directive on 

Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control (IPPC) is better than the EU average. However, in many cases 

the IPPC permitting process has resulted in increased administrative burdens and costs for the operators 

and authorities, especially at Land level. Implementation of the Industrial Emission Directive, which 

superseded the IPPC Directive, provides an opportunity to address some of these issues. 

12. The decentralisation of responsibility for enforcement of environmental policies has resulted in 

fragmentation. An electronic data management portal was set up to provide support for enforcement 

activities across the country. There is an initiative under way, involving the federal and Land authorities, to 

develop a national environmental inspection system. This could provide the basis for establishing a more 

level environmental playing field, based on a consistent, risk-based approach. A more consistent approach 

should also be applied regarding sanctions linked to financial benefits arising from non-compliance. 

13. A variety of mechanisms are in place to asses, ex ante, environmental and other policies, 

including strategic environmental assessment and regulatory impact assessment. These tools appear to have 

been applied in line with requirements. However, they have had only a limited impact on policy making. 

The procedures for applying them should be reviewed so that the results can provide a useful and timely 

input to decision making. Their impact could also be enhanced if appropriate tools and guidance materials 

were prepared, and training provided for practitioners.  

14. Austria has a well-developed system of environmental and sustainable development indicators, 

and has undertaken a series of initiatives to measure well-being. However, there is little evidence that 

monitoring reports and indicators are systematically used to inform decision making. Austria has adopted a 

relatively open approach on information to the public and generally responds positively to requests for 

information, though practices vary among the Länder. There is evidence that school education is a 

significant source of environmental knowledge. This is related to a long-standing policy of promoting 

environmental education, particularly through the network of “eco-schools”. 

15. Public participation in decision making has been strongly influenced by Austria’s unique “social 

partnership”, which provides privileged access to formally recognised interest groups of enterprises, 

employees, and farmers. Although not part of this social partnership, active and relatively well-resourced 

environmental NGOs have contributed positively to decision-making processes, in some cases on the basis 

of explicit legal provisions. All the Länder have established environmental ombudsmen. They are 

independent of the government and uphold the interests of environmental protection on behalf of the local 

population. While their activities are appreciated by NGOs and the public, they should not be seen as an 

alternative to legal provisions for access to justice in environmental decision making. 
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Recommendations 

 Promote a more coherent and effective approach to sustainable development by integrating the 

two sustainable development strategies in a revised federal strategy, engaging the main ministries 

more actively and strengthening the links between national, regional and local initiatives. 

 Develop a national spatial development strategy involving all levels of government with a view 

to striking a better balance between new development activities involving additional land 

conversion and achieving the objectives of the National Biodiversity Strategy. 

 Apply integrated assessment and permitting procedures to federal transport projects; assess how 

the environmental impact assessment process could be further strengthened, taking account of the 

recommendations made in independent evaluations; identify ways to streamline and reduce the 

costs of permitting procedures. 

 Review the procedures for strategic environmental assessment and regulatory impact assessment 

to ensure that the results of studies can make a useful and timely input to decision making; 

further develop supporting tools and guidance, including examples of good practices, and provide 

training to practitioners. 

 Develop a coherent national environmental inspection and compliance strategy involving the 

federal and Land authorities, including a shared information platform, a risk-based approach to 

enforcement, and sanctions that are proportional to the financial benefits arising from 

non-compliance. 

 Review provisions for access to justice in environmental matters in order to ensure consistency 

with the Aarhus Convention. 

Chapter 3. Towards green growth 

Assessment 

16. While sustainable development has provided the main policy framework for promoting 

integration of economic, social and environmental policies, Austria has launched several initiatives related 

to green growth. They have mostly focused on the environmental goods and services sector, “green jobs” 

and the links between economic growth and well-being. At the same time, there have been changes in the 

use of instruments related to green growth. 

17. While regulations, standards and environmentally motivated subsidies remain at the core of 

Austrian environmental policy mix, the use of economic instruments has been extended. This has helped 

improve pricing of environmental externalities, although the potential gains of environmentally related 

taxes and charges have not been fully realised. There is scope to restructure and extend the use of taxes and 

charges, and to reform environmentally perverse subsidies. This could form part of a broader “socio-

ecological tax reform” to reduce the relatively high taxes on labour, promote growth and employment, and 

contribute to the government’s fiscal consolidation programme. 

18. Revenue from environmentally related taxes increased significantly over the last decade, and now 

accounts for a larger share of GDP and total tax receipts than on average in OECD Europe. However, tax 

rates on petrol and diesel are below the EU average, making transport fuel prices lower than those applied 

in some neighbouring countries. This price differential has contributed to extensive purchasing in Austria 



CONFIDENTIAL ROOM DOCUMENT 1 

 7 

of fuel  that is consumed abroad, especially by freight haulers. In turn, this has contributed to increasing 

emissions of GHGs from the transport sector. While the government removed some tax rebates on fuel use, 

other exemptions apply, which can reduce incentives to use energy efficiently. Much of this support 

favours energy-intensive industry. As in other countries, when energy duties are converted in terms of the 

carbon content of fuels, they vary greatly among fuels and users. For example, diesel is taxed at a lower 

rate than petrol. This has contributed to diesel vehicles dominating the vehicle fleet and to increased NOX 

emissions. Like all EU countries, Austria needs to efficiently combine energy taxation and the EU 

Emissions Trading System to provide a consistent carbon price signal across the economy. 

19. In 2008, the car purchase tax was partly restructured on the basis of CO2, NOX and particle 

emission levels, which helped improve the carbon efficiency of the car fleet. However the bulk of vehicle 

taxes is levied on the annual car insurance, which is based on vehicles’ engine power. On the other hand, 

there is some evidence that road tolls for freight vehicles, differentiated by emission category, have helped 

reduce distance travelled on Austrian highways and have encouraged the uptake of low-emission heavy 

goods vehicles. However, these tolls do not apply to passenger cars and light commercial vehicles, which 

account for a significant share of freight traffic, nor to the secondary road network. Other forms of road 

pricing, such as pollution and congestion charges, are not applied. The favourable tax treatment of 

company cars, subsidies for commuting to and from work, and free parking for employees, as well as 

sizeable housing subsidies, encourage private car use, long-distance commuting by car and urban sprawl. 

They result in increased fuel consumption and GHG emissions, as well as higher emissions of local air 

pollutants and greater risk of noise, congestion and accidents. In addition to having negative environmental 

effects and being a cost to the public budget, these forms of subsidy are regressive, as they favour higher 

income earners. 

20. Subsidies and capital transfers have also been widely used to reach environmental policy 

objectives. This is linked to the need to find consensus with the social partners, and to provide incentives 

for the Länder and local authorities to take action in areas under their responsibility. In 2011, 

environmentally motivated subsidies accounted for more than 40% of general government expenditure on 

environment, more than four times the average for the euro area. Over time, subsidies’ focus has shifted 

from support for public infrastructure, particularly in the water sector, to leveraging business investment in 

sectors like renewables and energy efficiency. Generation of electricity from renewables is also supported 

by feed-in tariffs, whose cost is passed on to final electricity customers. While these support policies have 

encouraged environment-friendly investment, questions remain about the extent to which such investment 

would have been made anyway, potential windfall profits, technology lock-in, and rebound effects. 

Fragmented responsibilities between levels of government and lack of co-ordination are also a potential 

source of inefficiency. This suggests that the overall environmental support policy would benefit from a 

comprehensive assessment of its cost-effectiveness. 

21. Environmental protection expenditure continued to grow in the 2000s to reach 3.8% of GDP, 

which is high by international standards. Despite increased climate-related investment, expenditure for 

waste and wastewater management remains dominant. Pay-as-you-throw charging systems for municipal 

waste are used countrywide and broadly allow recovery of service costs. Waste charges, extended producer 

responsibility programmes and a landfill/incineration tax have helped increase recycling rates, reduce 

disposal in landfills and extend private participation in the waste sector. However, charges appear to be too 

low to provide sufficient incentives for waste prevention in households. Charges are also widely used in 

the water sector. However, the level of cost recovery is relatively low, particularly for water used in 

industry and agriculture, partly due to their relatively low utilisation of public water supply and wastewater 

treatment infrastructure. The level of private sector participation is limited, and water supply and 

wastewater treatment infrastructure is largely publicly financed. 
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22. The combination of a robust environmental policy framework and substantial financial assistance 

has fostered the development of a strong, innovative environmental goods and services (EGS) sector. In 

2011, the sector accounted for 10.8% of GDP and 4.8% of total employment. In recent years, exports of 

environmental technology have grown faster than manufacturing exports as a whole. Some evidence exists 

that the EGS sector has contributed positively to job creation. In 2010, the environment ministry launched 

the Masterplan Green Jobs with the goal of creating 100 000 additional jobs in the EGS sector by 2020. 

Austria should take account of the structural changes involved in greening its economy, and broaden the 

policy focus from promoting green jobs to enhancing labour market capacity in this transition. In part this 

would involve co-ordinating environmental and labour market policies so that new entrants to the labour 

market, and workers leaving declining industries, have the skills needed to work in a greening economy. 

23. The strength of Austria’s EGS sector is also linked to good eco-innovation performance. 

Indicators of innovation in environment- and climate-related technologies have been particularly 

impressive in recent years, and put Austria among the most eco-innovative countries. As in many 

countries, there has been a shift in focus from environmental management to climate- and energy-related 

technologies. The eco-innovation policy mix largely relies on supply-side measures, including support to 

research and development. However, demand-side instruments, including standards, labelling and green 

public procurement, have played an increasing role. Further progress is dependent on addressing a number 

of issues, some of which are embedded in the general framework for innovation policy. These include a 

fragmented governance structure, the multiplicity and potential duplication of financing mechanisms, and 

the resource and financial obstacles facing small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 

24. Austria’s net official development assistance (ODA) dropped significantly in the late 2000s. In 

2012, it was equivalent to 0.28% of gross national income, well below the EU intermediate target of 0.51% 

for 2010. Budget cuts make it unlikely that the 2015 international target of 0.7% will be met. Despite 

declining ODA flows, bilateral aid for environment, renewables, and water and sanitation grew markedly 

over the last decade, indicating a strong commitment to the environment within development assistance. 

However, environment-related programmes accounted for 13.6% of total sector-allocable ODA in 

2009-10, which is low compared to many other members of the OECD Development Assistance 

Committee. The 2009 Strategic Guidelines on Environment and Development provide the reference 

framework for mainstreaming environmental objectives in development co-operation at the federal level. 

Project screening is the main tool used to ensure mainstreaming. However, environmental impact 

assessment and strategic environmental assessment have not been consistently undertaken. Staff and 

expertise for dealing with environment- and climate-related issues remain limited in Austria’s development 

co-operation system, underlying the importance of focusing on a limited number of priorities to ensure aid 

effectiveness. 
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Recommendations 

 Extend the use of environmentally related taxes in the framework of a comprehensive socio-

environmental tax reform that i) establishes an effective carbon tax on fuel used in the sectors not 

covered by the EU Emissions Trading System; ii) further restructures vehicle taxes so that they 

better reflect the environmental cost of vehicle use; iii) ensures that other, non-carbon-related 

externalities are adequately priced; iv) reduces the tax burden on labour. 

 Analyse the potentially negative environmental impacts of existing subsidies and tax benefits, 

possibly in the context of the annual government review of budgetary support; reform 

environmentally harmful subsidies such as housing subsidies and energy tax exemptions granted 

to energy-intensive industry. 

 Reduce perverse incentives for car use by revising the tax treatment of company cars and the 

commuting allowance; consider extending the distance-based road toll system to light 

commercial vehicles and passenger cars, and to the secondary road network; consider 

implementing pollution and/or congestion charges in cities suffering from high concentrations of 

traffic-related emissions. 

 Systematically evaluate the cost-effectiveness of environmental support measures at the federal 

and subnational levels; streamline the financing mechanisms that support environment- and 

climate-related investment (including the renewables feed-in tariffs) with a view to reducing 

overlaps and potential windfall profits. 

 Strengthen the incentive function of municipal waste charges so that they better encourage waste 

prevention at household level; gradually increase the contribution of agriculture and industry in 

recovering the costs of providing water services. 

 Continue to promote eco innovation by means of a balanced mix of public support for R&D, 

demand-side measures (e.g. innovation-oriented standards and economic incentives) and 

partnership with the private sector; improve co-operation between federal and subnational 

governments, academic institutions and businesses in implementing eco-innovation policy, 

including in developing education and training programmes needed in the transition to green 

growth. 

 Further strengthen the environmental component of official development assistance, while 

progressively expanding total aid in line with EU and international commitment; reinforce the 

effectiveness of environment-related aid by focusing on a few priorities in line with partner 

countries’ needs and Austria’s comparative advantage (e.g. climate change adaptation); apply 

environmental and strategic impact assessment procedures more systematically. 

Chapter 4. Chemicals management 

Assessment 

25. Austria’s management of the risks associated with chemicals takes place mainly in the 

framework of EU legislation and policies. It has generally been a proactive participant in the development 

of EU policy, and pioneered some initiatives that were adopted at EU level, e.g. the regulation of volatile 

organic compounds, fluorinated GHGs and heavy metals. Most recently, Austria has been at the forefront 
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of efforts to analyse and promote debate about managing the potential health and environmental risks 

associated with nanomaterials. 

26. In 2007, the EU Regulation on Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of 

Chemicals (REACH) took effect and significantly altered the framework for chemicals management in 

Austria and the European Union. EU regulations on classification, labelling and packaging (CLP) and on 

biocidal products have also been significantly changed in recent years. REACH has fundamentally 

redefined chemicals management by shifting the burden of proof for the safety of chemicals from 

government to industry. Austria and other EU countries, together with the European Chemicals Agency, 

must now ensure that industry generates sufficient information on the health and environmental effects of 

chemicals and, when appropriate, require authorisation or restrictions on the use of specific chemicals. 

27. While REACH will generate more information about chemical hazards, its implementation is still 

at an early stage and will involve much learning by doing. Monitoring the presence of chemicals in humans 

and the environment is one source of information about potential hazards but, even when such data are 

available, extrapolating health and environmental impacts is very difficult. Austria has launched many 

initiatives to identify priority chemicals, but the human and financial resources are very limited in relation 

to the objectives to be achieved. Continued efforts are, therefore, needed to enhance the efficiency and 

effectiveness of current initiatives. Steps that could be taken include developing performance indicators 

that can guide risk reduction activities and help monitor progress; seeking efficiency gains, e.g. by better 

integrating activities related to biocides and plant protection products; and linking scientific and 

monitoring programmes more closely with decision making regarding risk reduction. 

28. The development and implementation of chemicals legislation enjoys broad support within the 

Austrian government and with the main stakeholders. Horizontal and vertical inter-institutional 

co-operation is smooth and the division of duties is clear. Building on a long-established tradition, 

co-operation between industry and government is particularly strong. Several forums and platforms have 

been established to facilitate dialogue. Government and industry work closely in supporting the REACH 

Helpdesk, and have jointly developed guidance documents. The development of the Nanotechnology 

Action Plan was based on close co-operation between industry and government, as well as with other 

stakeholders. However, meeting the requirements of REACH will be a major challenge for chemical 

companies, especially SMEs. More could be done to target support to SMEs, particularly those that 

produce or use very hazardous chemicals, and to further streamline administrative requirements. 

29. EU countries must prepare dossiers for chemical substances that might be considered candidates 

for authorisation. Those confirmed can only be marketed subject to the terms of the authorisation. 

Inclusion on the candidate list triggers obligations on industry to provide further information. Austria has 

been one of the most active countries in identifying candidate chemicals for authorisation; since 2008, it 

has prepared dossiers on nine substances, and it has set the objective of nominating two to three substances 

a year for inclusion on the candidate list. To identify candidate chemicals, it uses a risk-based approach, 

drawing on monitoring data. The approach adopted seems well founded and could serve as a model for 

other countries. 

30. Enforcement of REACH and the CLP in Austria rests with the nine Länder. There are a total of 

about 25 chemicals inspectors, whose responsibilities have increased with the implementation of REACH. 

Training, planning, provision of guidance and co-ordination appear to be well organised. Co-operation 

with health and safety inspectors has been established, and co-operation with inspectors responsible for 

water management is to start in 2013. This kind of arrangements could be usefully extended to other 

environment- and chemicals-related areas. In addition, further efforts could be made to develop indicators 

linking the performance of inspectors with the reduction of chemicals-related risks. More stringent 
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penalties for non-compliance may need to be applied as experience with REACH develops; currently 

enforcement actions are generally limited to requests to comply with requirements. 

31. Austria established a pollutant release and transfer register (PRTR) in 2007, one of the last EU 

countries to do so. The PRTR now meets or exceeds all EU reporting requirements. There is some 

evidence that it has provided support at the policy level, but more could be done to enhance its 

transparency and user-friendliness and to make it more accessible to the public. 

32. A 2008 assessment of Seveso Directive implementation concluded that while the provision of 

information by industry to the public on preparedness for, and response to, major accidents had improved 

significantly, along with overall safety levels, operators and public authorities should be more proactive. 

The land use planning implications of major accident hazards should also be taken into account in the 

regulatory process, though this is complicated by jurisdictional issues. 

33. One objective of REACH is to enhance the competitiveness of the EU chemicals industry, in 

particular by providing better incentives to develop safer alternatives to hazardous chemicals. Austria has 

supported this goal by establishing platforms for the exchange of information among stakeholders on 

“green chemistry” and on substitutes for hazardous chemicals. Together with Germany and the EU, Austria 

developed these platforms into a portal providing a worldwide overview of chemicals substitution. Austria 

has also pioneered chemicals leasing, in which suppliers provide chemicals for certain functions, but retain 

ownership and take them back when end users no longer need them. Studies suggest that wider use of 

chemicals leasing could yield significant economic and environmental benefits. Further analysis should be 

conducted to examine the obstacles to achieving this potential and how they could be overcome. 
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Recommendations 

 Continue to play an active and leadership role in the implementation of REACH and in the work 

of the European Chemicals Agency. 

 Consider how the overall efficiency and effectiveness of chemicals management could be 

enhanced, for example by developing performance indicators to help guide and monitor the 

implementation of chemicals control measures and by linking scientific and monitoring 

programmes more closely with decision making regarding risk reduction. 

 Develop a coherent, integrated approach to chemicals and waste management; strengthen 

co-operation between the programmes on biocide and plant protection products, e.g. in the fields 

of hazard assessment, authorisation procedures and occupational exposure. 

 Strengthen capacity for promoting compliance with chemicals legislation in the Länder; 

strengthen co-operation among inspection bodies in areas such as chemicals, consumer and 

worker protection, waste, chemical installations, and land use planning; develop an enforcement 

strategy to achieve compliance of biocidal products with the EU Biocides Directive. 

 Provide more targeted support to SMEs for compliance with REACH requirements, particularly 

for companies that produce or use very hazardous chemicals. 

 Facilitate greater public access to, and use of, the PRTR by improving its transparency and user-

friendliness. 

 Assess the implementation of the Nanotechnology Action Plan and specify additional measures 

that may be needed to achieve its objectives. 

 Continue to promote chemicals leasing and examine the barriers to its wider application. 

Chapter 5. Climate change adaptation and climate-related natural hazards 

Assessment 

34. Austria’s terrain is particularly prone to natural hazards. Financial losses from extreme weather 

events have been increasing, largely due to increased development in higher-risk areas. The high potential 

impact and frequency of natural hazards have led to strong political support for risk reduction measures. As 

a result, Austria has a comprehensive, effective and well-funded administrative system for managing the 

consequences of natural hazards, mainly floods. There has also been a move towards increasingly 

integrated natural hazard management, which focuses on factors that may affect vulnerability, such as land 

use planning, in addition to traditional flood defences. While all this provides a good basis for responding 

to some of the effects of climate change, enhanced co-ordination of government action is necessary to meet 

the challenge. 

35. Austria is the seventeenth OECD country to have published a National Adaptation Strategy 

(NAS), and the Austrian strategy is one of the most comprehensive. It provides information on likely 

climate changes and sectoral impacts, an overview of ongoing adaptation initiatives, a portfolio of 

adaptation recommendations and guiding principles for prioritising actions. As the strategy was only 

approved in 2012, it is too early to assess its implementation. However, the process of its development has 



CONFIDENTIAL ROOM DOCUMENT 1 

 13 

demonstrated some clear strengths, as well as challenges that will need to be overcome in order to achieve 

the strategy’s objectives. 

36. Development of the strategy built on strong domestic research capacity supported by substantial 

government funding. Climate change observations, future scenarios and a qualitative vulnerability 

assessment provided a sound basis for adaptation planning. A status-quo report about ongoing adaptation 

initiatives highlighted gaps. Another pillar of the NAS was extensive stakeholder engagement, involving 

about 100 organisations over three years. This approach, with active participation and involvement going 

far beyond normal practice, widened the scope from the original scientific focus, integrated perspectives of 

other relevant groups and helped raise stakeholder awareness. It also facilitated the emergence of a 

“climate change adaptation community”. However, as interest and activities concerning adaptation remain 

concentrated in the environment ministry and agency, a key challenge is to secure support for measures in 

other sectors and at other levels of government. There is thus a need to extend and deepen political and 

administrative support for climate change adaptation at all levels of government, and to build on the 

stakeholder participation process. 

37. It is also vital to clearly define responsibilities and arrangements for implementation. The NAS 

identifies potentially relevant actors, but timescales and responsibilities for actions remain unclear. 

Strengthening the mechanisms for co-ordination, with clear agreements on roles and functions, could assist 

in this process. Implementation of the NAS will require close co-operation between the federal government 

and the Länder, as the latter have legislative competence in many of the key areas for climate change 

adaptation. Given that this is a new policy area, it is particularly important to have a robust monitoring and 

evaluation system in place to identify whether the programme is on track, and to refine subsequent phases 

of the national programme. The current absence of specific targets and criteria for assessing progress could 

impede the development of such a system. 

38. Environment Agency Austria has set up an online database of ongoing and completed adaptation 

projects. It lists some 300 projects and indicates the extent of adaptation activities in various sectors and at 

various levels of government. Most projects are carried out at national level and are research oriented. 

Many projects focus on natural hazard management and “no-regrets” options. Overall, the range of projects 

seems to align well with the relative vulnerability of the sectors. However, activities are likely to be under-

reported, particularly those carried out by the private sector and at local level. In addition to sector-specific 

activities, Austria has taken steps to mainstream climate change adaptation throughout government 

operations. One such step was the Climate Impact Test, a mandatory test on climate change mitigation and 

adaptation applied to proposed federal regulations. However, it was integrated into the new regulatory 

impact assessment process, in force since 2013. It is too early to evaluate the extent to which the new 

procedure effectively takes adaptation issues into account.  

39. A common challenge faced by OECD countries, including Austria, is the mismatch between the 

evidence of climate impacts currently available and that required by end users, particularly policy makers. 

In developing the evidence base, it would be useful to consider how to strengthen the organisational links 

between producers and consumers of climate data. Continued and enhanced co-operation with other Alpine 

countries would also be beneficial, including at local level. In addition, support to adaptation efforts in 

developing countries is among the priorities identified in the government’s strategic guidance on 

development and the environment, and additional funding has been recently provided for this purpose. 

However, funding remains modest compared to other countries. 

40. There is significant scope for strengthening the evidence base on the costs and benefits of 

adaptation-related investments and measures. This is particularly important to inform decisions on budget 

allocations and to make the case for directing an appropriate level of resources to adaptation. Unlike some 

other national adaptation strategies, the NAS does not provide an estimate of the financing required for its 
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implementation, nor for research and dissemination. Given pressures on public finances, securing adequate 

financing is a challenge, and it will be important to explore the full range of potential funding sources. 

Austria has already made good use of collaboration through EU and Alpine initiatives to leverage 

additional funding. The potential for increased recourse to insurance markets and public-private 

partnerships should be explored. At present, neither individuals nor businesses bear the full cost of their 

exposure to climate risk, which effectively acts as a subsidy for high-risk areas. 

Recommendations 

 Strengthen the formal mechanisms for horizontal and vertical co-ordination of adaptation policy, 

such as interministerial and federal-Länder working groups, clarifying roles and functions. 

 Further mainstream climate change adaptation into government policies – for example, by 

incorporating the effects of climate change into ex ante assessment procedures such as 

environmental impact assessment and strategic environmental assessment. 

 Specify and prioritise adaptation actions, including their timescales and expected costs and 

benefits, and compare them with alternative uses of public funds. 

 Systematically monitor and evaluate progress in implementing the National Adaptation Strategy, 

on the basis of concrete targets, criteria and a clear allocation of responsibilities. 

 Allocate sufficient financial resources for climate change adaptation, taking account of costs and 

benefits, and explore the potential for increased involvement of private finance as well as 

recourse to insurance markets and public-private partnerships. 

 Further improve scientific knowledge on climate change vulnerabilities and impacts, including 

social aspects, at regional and local scales and intensify research co-operation with other Alpine 

countries; strengthen dialogue between scientists and decision makers, for example by 

establishing a co-ordinating group and/or adjusting the responsibilities of an existing body. 

 


