
Newsletter  

Editorial  

From the Baltic to the Mediterranean. The new European Union and the 
Environment 

Giorgio Cesari 
APAT Director General 

In the beginning, there was no Europe. There was merely a winding peninsula attached to the 
Asian continent. Facing an ocean that was not to be explored and crossed for a very long time, 
what we call Europe was little more than the figurehead on a ship whose hull and masts were 
firmly planted across the Urals. Its climate, regional characteristics (today we could also use 
the term “biodiversity”) and environment basically represented an excellent opportunity for 
conquest by peoples coming from the East, who always ended up, however, absorbing the 
cultures of the indigenous peoples who necessarily accepted the new political and military 
situation. They were the Europeans and the barbarians, which is to say those whose language 
was unknown but who learned the language that dominated the peninsula. Perhaps the 
example also fits the new European environmental policy. 

As we all know, the name Europe derives from the mother of Minos, Lord of Crete, an innocent 
princess who, wandering along the beaches of her native Phoenicia, was seduced by a rather 
special bull, who concealed the presence of Zeus himself. At its root the myth contains a 
requirement common to all European civilisation. The symbolic riding of the bull/Zeus has 
always expressed the fundamental restlessness of those who followed its tracks, i.e., all those 
peoples who ventured into the Old Continent, and it has also signified the constant movement 
of European civilisation, unlike the lasting but lethargic Oriental civilisations, from China to 
Egypt. Specifically, Europe has always been characterised by a sort of dynamism that has also 
been the cause of its constant evolution. 

Europe today, or more appropriately the Europe that is defining by a slow but constantly 
progressing process its own political and economic, rather than regional or cultural, 
boundaries, is witnessing the overcoming of profound differences that once were unthinkable. 
Following Europe’s history, or rather the evolution of the countries that make it up, required 
and requires an enormous effort because of the publication of highly specialised texts, of long 
and tiresome procedures, of international agreements which, in order to keep up with events, 
end up almost losing the ability to communicate with the public at large. Furthermore, there 
are so many differences among the European nations, belonging to the more or less recent 
past, that they make it difficult to find a common policy; these differences led J. Slowacki to 
write in 1836:  

If Europe is a nymph, 
then its blue eyes are Naples 
and Warsaw is its heart. Sebastopol and Azov, 
Petersburg, Mitau and Odessa: 
these are thorns in its feet. 
Paris is the head, London the starched collar 
and Rome is the shoulder. 
 
 

This consideration, if transferred to the topic of the environment that we are more familiar 
with, serves to generate two contrasting thoughts in those who deal with monitoring and 
prevention. Europe is a highly variable culture, and studies and monitoring can be expected to 
be effective if there is a specific awareness of the contemporary problems of all the various 
situations that make up the single structure, i.e., Europe. Activities therefore need to be ever 
more specialised and detailed, without forgetting the constant need to target ever broader 



perspectives, also through different degrees of magnification in order to understand and define 
problems. In the environmental field, to overuse an already well-worn term, the temptation 
driven by the media has been to plunge into the meanders of overspecialisation and to lose the 
ability to communicate seriously with the public. 

The environmental policy of an ever-expanding Europe, understood above all as a civil and 
social effort towards proper implementation of good intentions and respect for future 
generations, involves the desire to work based on the assumption that the overall diagram 
needs no revisions, delving ever deeper into the restricted realm of rules and procedures, and 
the propensity to explore deep thematic structures, concentrating on analysing underground 
and long-term trends. The environment in Europe deserves greater attention than just 
following the preceding two diagrams: if not properly supported by a strong general conviction, 
they may lead to sterile or unfeasible good proposals translated into regulations, or to an 
excessive reliance on parameters and trends that reflect an examination of the problem as an 
end unto itself. 

The environmental differences of the various situations (or countries) in Europe run the risk of 
being analysed statistically and two-dimensionally, as if produced by a photographer. 
Photographs can never give an accurate representation of the world, which is three-
dimensional and in movement. We need to look at things from every possible perspective, if 
we intend to contribute to shedding light on  the parts, i.e., those aspects that make up the 
“environment” as a whole. Nor is it any longer possible to go from the sacking that occurred to 
the detriment of nature – i.e., of renewable animal and plant resources – in centuries past to 
the indiscriminate consumption in the previous century of non-renewable resources. Improved 
living standards, urban development, consumer expectations also lead each of the various 
countries to define insuperable limits for staving off the risk of ecological disasters, which 
today might occur on a vast scale given the great numbers of dangerous and/or polluting 
products, which could not even have been imagined just a few decades ago. 
Today the desire to join in a new organisation is above all political but also has deep roots in a 
new environmental consciousness. Thus it represents a serious and common policy for 
combining dynamic preservation of the environment with development possibilities, both by 
formulating regulations and through the effective use of technology. Meeting the basic needs 
of the population must coincide with a proper and exhaustive definition of the opportunities 
that European citizens need, for both their individual needs and for those of society as a whole, 
and hence this must include an analysis of the various regional, climatic, cultural and 
biogenetic conditions that differentiate Europe. From this standpoint, the new Europe’s 
environment can not only respect these differences but also target a collective wellbeing that is 
too often dominated by the excessive market freedom of the individual to the detriment of a 
common heritage that can not always be saved.  
 


