
Despite this progress, important environmental challenges remain, such 
as: poor air quality in major cities; increasing waste generation; pollu-
tion and over extraction of groundwater aquifers; land contamination; 
and soil erosion (Box 1). High population density and extensive industrial 
and agricultural activity exert significant pressures on ecosystems and 
land use. These problems reveal significant regional variations, where 
in southern regions, infrastructure for waste and water management is 
insufficient or of poor quality. The decentralisation of legislative and 
administrative responsibilities to subnational governments has exac-
erbated these regional disparities. The most recent efforts to revive 
the economy provide the opportunity for a more coherent and effec-
tive environmental management system and to scale up positive envi-
ronmental achievements. Italy should develop a comprehensive Green 
Growth strategy that ensures that natural assets continue to provide 
the resources and environmental services on which sustained economic 
growth depends.
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ITALY’S ENVIRONMENT IS A SIGNIFICANT ASSET BUT SUBJECT TO SERIOUS CHALLENGES. 

Italy’s economy, the sixth-largest in the OECD, is one of the most 
economically diverse with the North outperforming the South. The 

country’s diverse natural environment and exquisite cultural heritage 
are among its most important assets. Italy’s deposits of energy and 
raw materials are limited which makes the country highly dependent 
on imports. A range of environmental initiatives have been taken to 
preserve the natural resource base and reduce the intensity of ma-
terial and energy use. These have led to important achievements, 
including: a significant reduction of air emissions; an improvement 
in waste management (Figure 1); an improved quality of Italian riv-
ers; and enhanced protection of biodiversity (Figure 2). This hap-
pened during a period of relatively slow economic growth and the 
economic slump following the global economic crisis of 2008-09. 

Figure 1. Trends in air emissions and municipal waste treatment
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Box 1. Key environmental trends, 2000-10
•	 Reductions in emissions of local air pollutants were among the largest in any OECD country, but more than half of the 

30 most polluted cities in Europe are in Italy.
•	 Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions were 6.2% below 1990 levels in 2010, compared to the Kyoto target of a 6.5% reduc-

tion in 2008-12, including GHG absorption by forests and reflecting the sharp decline in emissions due to the economic 
crisis. 

•	 Despite important gaps in national data on water abstraction, Italy can be classified as a medium-high water stressed 
country, i.e. abstracting about 30% of its total available renewable water resources.

•	 The overall quality of waterways has been stable, while river quality has improved. Concentrations of phosphorus and 
nitrates in the main Italian rivers decreased during the review period, in line with the reduced intensity of agricultural 
production. However, national averages mask significant regional differences, with regions in the South performing less 
well than those in the North (Figure 2).

•	 The share of municipal waste treated in landfills has fallen, while good progress has been made in reducing and manag-
ing landfills and illegal waste dumps. However, there are important regional variations and waste management remains 
a critical issue in some regions (notably in Campania, Lazio and Sicily). Unlike in many other OECD countries, municipal 
waste generation has increased more rapidly than GDP and private final consumption, at least up until the 2008 eco-
nomic crisis. 

•	 There are around 5 000 officially registered contaminated sites. This includes 57 contaminated sites of national interest, 
which cover around 3% of the Italian territory. In addition, 10 000 potentially contaminated sites fall under regional 
responsibility.

•	 Italy’s protected areas cover about 10.5% of the total land area, close to the OECD average, and marine protected areas 
expanded significantly (Figure 2). The share of land covered by Natura 2000 (21%) is higher than the EU average (with 
relatively greater coverage in the South). The number of endangered vascular plant species is low compared to that in 
other OECD countries. However, threats to mammals, freshwater fish and amphibians are higher than in many other 
OECD countries.

•	 Risks of erosion remain a concern, with 30% of agricultural land classified as being at risk of moderate to severe water 
erosion. Soil erosion is aggravated by the increasing incidence and severity of droughts and/or heavy rainfall.

•	 Italy has been affected by a range of natural hazards: earthquakes; floods; landslides; and forest fires. Risks to the 
population, as well as associated costs, are aggravated by poor spatial planning and weak oversight of housing  
development.

Figure 2. Ecological status of rivers and national protected areas 

ENVIRONMENTAL POLICIES HAVE BEEN STRENGTHENED AND CONSOLIDATED …

Italy strengthened its environmental legislation and policies, largely within the framework of EU and 
international commitments. In many cases, Italian environmental policies anticipated EU require-

ments, in areas such as river basin management and waste treatment. The 2006 Environmental Code 
consolidated several environmental acts, transposed a number of outstanding EU Directives, estab-
lished key principles of good environmental management, simplified many regulations, and specified 
procedures to strengthen implementation. 
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A solid framework for managing traditional pollutants is now in place, with streamlined administrative re-
quirements for the small and medium-sized enterprises that make up a significant portion of Italian industry. A 
strengthened technical information base has provided important support for the development and implementa-
tion of Italian environmental policy. Italy was among the first countries to ratify the Aarhus Convention in 2001. 
Since then, further measures have been taken to improve access to information, public participation and access 
to justice, in line with EU requirements. 
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… HOWEVER, THE COHERENCE AND EFFECTIVENESS OF ITALY’S ENVIRONMENTAL 
GOVERNANCE NEEDS TO BE STRENGTHENED…

While regional and local initiatives helped to improve environ-
mental performance in many areas, the devolution process 

created ambiguities about the respective roles of national and 
regional authorities, and tended to increase gaps and inconsisten-
cies in the transposition of EU environmental directives. Some of 
these inconsistencies were due to delays by national authorities 
in formulating framework environmental policies. The net result 
is that environmental policy has remained fragmented, largely 
driven by emergency measures with a short-term focus which 
hampers: the creation of a stable and conducive framework for 
environment-related investments; the reduction of administrative 
compliance costs; and a level playing field for business activities. 

To address these challenges, national strategies need to provide 
clear direction for issues that require common or consistent ap-
proaches (e.g. water and waste management, climate change, 
and environmental compliance assurance). These strategies 
should not limit the options for regional and local governments 
and should be linked directly with overall economic and social 
objectives and be supported by more effective mechanisms for 
co-ordinating environmental policies vertically.

... AND THE ENFORCEMENT OF POLICIES MADE MORE VIGOROUS.

Ensuring compliance with permit requirements has been strengthened by the introduction of risk 
based inspections, streamlining of inspection procedures, and increasing the effectiveness of non-

compliance responses. In parallel, significant steps have been taken to clamp down on criminal activi-
ties (Box 2).

Box 2. Fighting illegal environmental activities

Many illegal environmental activities are investigated by the Carabinieri Corps for Environmental Protection (Coman-
do Carabinieri per la Tutela dell’Ambiente, CCTA). The core objective of this unit is to fight the growing illegal traffic 
in waste, a lucrative phenomenon attracting the interest of organised crime. The CCTA co-operates with the National 
Forestry Corps and a number of authorities responsible for public security, including national and local police (Poli-
zia) as well as customs and excise police (Guardia di Finanza).

Since its establishment in 1986, the CCTA has grown from one central office to 29 units at the regional level. CCTA op-
erations have resulted in a high number of successful actions, especially against organised crime. The CCTA imposes 
between 2 000 and 6 000 fines annually, yielding EUR 2-40 million per year. Between 100-200 people are arrested for 
environmental crimes. Most violations relate to illegal waste activities, air pollution and illegal construction. About 
two-thirds of the violations in 2010 were in the South. The CCTA is becoming more effective. Although the number 
of CCTA inspections decreased significantly, from 9 600 in 2003 to 3 700 in 2010, the number of violations fell from 
2 800 in 2003 to 1 900 in 2010. Some NGO estimates show the “income” from illegal waste activities decreasing. This 
is largely due to the effectiveness of the enforcement authorities’ co-operative, preventive and repressive activities.
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Despite progress, regional differences and capacity limitations obstruct the consistent enforcement of environ-
mental requirements. The development of a unified country-wide enforcement strategy, in close co-operation with 
the regions, should help to make enforcement more effective and reduce the scope for illegal activities. Further 
efforts are also needed to prevent illegal trafficking and disposal of waste, as well as illegal construction and 
poaching. The public and mass media could be more actively engaged in promoting compliance with environmental 
requirements. 

MORE SHOULD BE DONE TO GREEN ITALY’S GROWTH...

Italy’s economy grew slowly for much of the 2000s, largely due to low productivity growth. In 2008-09, the 
economy shrank by nearly 7% as a result of the global economic crisis. The recession has had severe impacts on 

virtually all parts of the economy. Public finances deteriorated and unemployment continued to rise, especially 
among the young. 

In response to the economic downturn, Italy sped up long overdue structural reforms and implemented several 
measures to place public finances on a sound track. Some of these measures had an environmental dimension, 
such as: increases in fuel taxes; energy efficiency incentives; and further liberalisation of energy, transport and 
environmental services. However, other measures had negative environmental impacts, such as the extension of 
the tax rebate on diesel for truck drivers. There is also a risk that positive steps taken to reduce administrative 
burden could result in the weakening of environmental requirements. Overall, the environmental dimension of 
these reforms and measures has been limited and lacked coherence. 

The development of a long-term Green Growth strategy will be instrumental in stimulating environment-related 
productivity improvements, investment, and innovation needed for green growth. These efforts should be ground-
ed in the development of a more effective assessment culture. More robust and systematic use of Regulatory Im-
pact Assessment and Strategic Environmental Assessment, as well as ex post evaluation of policies, would help to 
mainstream environmental considerations into sectoral policies and programmes. 

… INCLUDING GREENING THE TAX SYSTEM,…

While the role of environmentally related taxes declined during the last decade and the real tax burden on 
energy decreased (Figure 3), the tax burden on energy (including tax rates on petrol and diesel) is among the 

highest in Europe. This makes increasing energy taxes politically difficult. 

Figure 3. Environmentally related tax revenue and tax burden on energy and labour
1995-2010

However, restructuring energy taxes, expanding the use of other environmentally related taxes, and removing 
environmentally harmful tax concessions (estimated at 0.2% of GDP in 2010) could help achieve fiscal consolida-
tion. It could also help make the tax system more growth-friendly by reducing taxes on labour and businesses. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009

%

Motor vehicles and transport  (right axis)

Energy products (right axis)

% of GDP

% of total tax revenue

EUR billion

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009

1995 = 100

Tax burden on labour

% of total tax revenue

Environmentally related tax revenue Tax burden on energy and labour

Primary energy intensity

Tax burden on final ene rgy consumption



5          Environmental Performance Reviews: Italy 2013 HIGHLIGHTS

The comprehensive fiscal reform proposal presented by the government in April 2012 includes an environmental 
component for the first time. To make the best of this opportunity, the environmental component of the reform 
proposal could be broadened.

Public and private expenditure on waste, wastewater and water resource management have remained virtually 
stable at around 2.2% of GDP. There are some indications that expenditures in these areas have been better 

targeted, and that provision of waste and water services has progressively become more market oriented. 

… BETTER USE OF PUBLIC FUNDS AND MOBILISING PRIVATE INVESTMENT,… 

EU funds for regional development have been a major source of finance for 
public environment-related investment, complementing national alloca-
tions, particularly in southern regions. About 15% of available EU funds and 
national matching funds in the 2007-13 programming period were allocated 
to renewable energy sources, energy efficiency, and environmental infra-
structure. Programmes for allocating EU funds have been increasingly based 
on sound analysis of investment needs and progress has been monitored by 
indicators. Italy has also implemented innovative, results-oriented proce-
dures to disburse funds. However, the realisation of planned investments 
and the achievement of intended outcomes could be improved by tying 
their disbursement to the fulfilment of preliminary conditions (e.g. sound 
sectoral plans and regulatory frameworks, sufficient matching finance), 
and to the achievement of measurable quality targets for the provision of 
environmental services.

An increasing number of businesses, including small and medium-sized enterprises, have invested in environ-
mental protection, energy and resource efficiency, and have explored certain environmental innovations. While 
investment in the waste and water sectors was less than EUR 5 billion in 2010, investment in renewable energy 
was estimated at EUR 21 billion in 2011, a 43% increase on the previous year. Italy is reportedly among the world 
and European leaders in renewable energy, in terms of investment, turnover and employment. Investment in re-
newables has been driven by various support programmes, notably generous feed-in tariffs for solar photovoltaic 
energy.

… AND PROMOTING ECO-INNOVATION.

Despite some progress, Italy is under-performing in the more upstream segments of the renewables and en-
vironmental goods and services sectors and in eco-innovation. In part, this reflects Italy’s weak innovation 

capacity. Environment- and energy-related R&D spending grew in the 2000s. The number of patent applications 
for renewable energy technologies increased faster than any other technology (Figure 4). However, R&D spend-
ing and patent applications remain low compared to most other large countries. 

Figure 4. Patents in environment- and climate-related technologies
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WATER MANAGEMENT NEEDS A LONG TERM VISION, CONSISTENT IMPLEMENTATION AND 
BETTER GOVERNANCE. 

Water management in Italy was subject to significant reform before 2000. 
This included the introduction of a river basin management approach, 

and consolidation of water supply and sanitation services. In the 2000s, 
transposition of the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) provided a further 
push to consolidate water-related legislation, streamline water management 
institutions and increase water-use efficiency. Despite these advances, water 
governance remains overly complex and oriented towards short term problem 
solving. The arrangements put in place recently using emergency powers 
have made governance arrangements even more complex, with some river 
basins managed by multiple authorities. The river basin management plans to 
implement the WFD reflected the existing institutional uncertainty and provided 
little value-added compared to river basin management plans prepared by the 
regions. 

To address these challenges, Italy needs to urgently formulate a strategic 
vision for the water sector, outlining how the national government can most 
effectively support regional and local authorities in managing water resources, 
taking account of territorial disparities in resource endowments, policy 
priorities and capacities. Streamlining institutional arrangements for managing 
river basins should be accompanied by a strengthening of their efficiency and 
effectiveness. The reform of the water supply and sanitation sector should be 
continued to address serious problems of inadequate and aging infrastructure 
(Box 3). These efforts should be supported by provision for stakeholder and 
public participation in decision making, and for transparency and accountability.

Box 3. Water supply and sanitation services – a challenging agenda

Building on reforms in the 1990s, there has been a substantial consolidation of water service providers. Following the 
designation of optimal territorial areas (ATOs), the number of water utilities was reduced from more than 8 000 to 115 
over the last 15 years. This has helped achieve economies of scale, improve planning, and in some cases, establish the 
operation of utilities on a more commercial basis. 

However, the quality of water service provision is lower than in many other OECD countries. The amount of water unac-
counted for is relatively high, and access to efficient wastewater treatment infrastructure is relatively low. Governance 
of the water supply and sanitation sector remains weak and is characterised by uncertainty and ambiguity. In particu-
lar, relations between water utilities and the bodies that oversee them (and between utilities and municipalities) are 
unclear. Further uncertainty has been created by the 2011 water referendum, which significantly reduced the role of 
the private sector. The recent designation of the Regulatory Authority for Electricity and Gas  (l’Autorità per l’energia 
elettrica e il gas,  AEEG) to regulate the water sector is a potentially positive step. Drawing on the experience of manag-
ing utilities in other sectors, the AEEG could strengthen the financial management of water utilities and help create a 
more stable investment framework.

Encouraging eco-innovation requires establishing a policy framework that fosters general innovation capacity, as well 
as implementing targeted promotion efforts in specific environment- and climate-related fields. Better implemen-
tation of environmental legislation and of green public procurement would also help increase demand for environ-
mental technologies and related market opportunities. Consideration should also be given to how best to support 
eco-innovation in small and medium-sized enterprises.

ESTABLISHING A CONSISTENT CARBON PRICE ACROSS THE ECONOMY SHOULD BE A 
PRIORITY IN TACKLING CLIMATE CHANGE… 

Italy’s climate change policy has largely been developed in the framework of EU climate and energy policies. While 
climate change did not have a high political priority during most of the last decade, it has been given renewed impetus 

more recently. In 2012, the Ministry of the Environment, Land and Sea presented a comprehensive plan for achieving 
the 2020 target set within the EU, which entails integrating the measures foreseen in national plans for renewables and 
energy efficiency as well as regional actions supported by EU and national funds for regional development (Box 4). A 
national climate adaptation strategy is also being developed. 



The transport sector is the main energy end-user and the second largest source of CO2 emissions. Progress has 
been made in developing integrated urban transport systems and implementing low-emission zones in many 

of the larger Italian cities. However, most public transport systems, especially in the South, remain insufficient 
to provide an adequate alternative to the use of private vehicles. Further financing and regulatory efforts are 
needed to develop the infrastructure of medium- and long-distance rail and multi-modal transport, and improve 
service quality. Investing in alternatives to road transport would reinforce the environmental effect of fuel taxes 
and of a future carbon tax. 
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Box 4. Performance of renewable energy and energy efficiency policies

Italy’s strategy for achieving climate mitigation goals has relied heavily on increased use of renewable energies. Feed-
in tariffs and tradable renewable energy certificates (green certificates) have driven a dramatic increase in electricity 
generation from renewable sources: 28% of electricity generation in 2011, up from nearly 19% in 2010 (Figure 5), and 
above the intermediate target set by the Renewable Energy Action Plan. Italy is on track to meet its 2020 target of 17% 
of renewables in gross final energy consumption. However, this progress has been achieved at a high cost. In a positive 
move, recent policy changes have better aligned incentives rates with the decreasing costs of renewable technologies, 
especially solar energy, and with better control of electricity costs for consumers in the period to 2020.

A mix of regulatory and economic instruments has helped to achieve energy savings above the intermediate target 
set by the national Energy Efficiency Action Plan, mainly in terms of reduced electricity use in the residential sector. 
Progress in the transport and service sectors has not met expectations and additional measures should be applied. 
Analysis suggests that energy efficiency measures have been cost-effective, particularly the market for energy efficien-
cy certificates (White Certificates). Italy is a front runner in the development of smart grids to improve the economics 
of the production and distribution of electricity.

Despite progress in the achievement of national targets, Italy’s renewables and energy efficiency policies have lacked 
a general long-term vision. Management of the incentive systems for these policies involves a number of different 
agencies and institutions, resulting in co-ordination problems and increased transaction costs. There has been a multi-
tude of overlapping measures, which have changed several times within a few years creating an uncertain regulatory 
framework. A long-awaited national energy strategy was released for consultation in 2012 and provides the opportu-
nity to address all these issues in a comprehensive way.

Figure 5. Electricity generation and renewable energy supply by source

… AS WELL AS ADDRESSING THE IMPACTS OF THE TRANSPORT SECTOR. 

The EU Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) covers about 40% of Italy’s GHG emissions. This is a lower share of emissions 
than in other large EU economies, leaving most emission abatement to be achieved through domestic measures in non-
ETS sectors. There is scope to complement the ETS with a carbon tax on energy products used in the non-trading sectors 
in order to establish a consistent carbon price across the economy. While energy taxes are high and have recently been 
increased, the rates do not fully or consistently reflect CO2 emissions and other environmental externalities across fuels 
and energy uses.
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These Highlights present key facts, figures and policy 
recommendations of the 2013 OECD Environmental Per-
formance Review of Italy. The Review examines Italy’s 
progress since the previous OECD Environmental Perfor-
mance Review in 2002. 

The Highlights are based on the report prepared by 
the OECD Environment Directorate, with the contri-
bution of reviewers from three examining countries: 
France, Mexico and Sweden. The OECD Working Party 
on Environmental Performance discussed the report 
at its meeting on 11 October 2012, and approved the  
Assessment and Recommendations. 

The policy recommendations aim to provide further 
support to Italy’s initiatives on: 

• greening growth 

• implementing environmental policies 

• climate change 

• multi-level governance - water

This review is part of the OECD Environmental Performance Review Programme, which provides inde-
pendent assessments of countries’ progress in achieving their domestic and international environmental 
policy commitments, together with policy relevant recommendations. They are conducted to promote 
peer learning, to enhance countries’ accountability to each other and to the public, and to improve 
governments’ environmental performance, individually and collectively. The Reviews are supported by a 
broad range of economic and environmental data. 

Each cycle of the Environmental Performance Reviews covers all OECD member countries and selected 
partner countries. 

The most recent reviews include: Mexico (2013), Germany (2012), Slovenia (2012), Israel (2011), 
Slovak Republic (2011), Norway (2011) and Portugal (2011). 

Further information:

 OECD Environmental Performance Review of Italy
            www.oecd.org/env/country-reviews/italy2013.htm

 OECD Programme of Environmental Performance Reviews
       www.oecd.org/env/countryreviews or www.oecd-ilibrary.org/environment/books

Environmental Data and Indicators
 www.oecd.org/env/indicators

 For further information on the Review, please contact
Krzysztof.Michalak@oecd.org
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