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Will the green provisions reduce the competitiveness of European transport sector?

(Review of the Eurovignette Directive 1999/62/EC on the Charging of Heavy Goods Vehicles)

In July the European Commission presented the Greening transport package (COM(2008)433). The package reviews current green provisions (i.e. ETS and fuel taxations) in transport and introduces new measures concerning all transport modes and focuses on making the transport sector more environmentally friendly. 

In order to attain this, a strategy is envisaged to ensure that the prices of transport better reflect their real cost to society, so that environmental damage and congestion can gradually be reduced in a way that boosts the efficiency of transport and ultimately the economy as a whole. Second, a proposal to revise the Eurovignette Directive is put forward to enable Member States to make this happen through more efficient and greener road tolls for lorries, with the revenue to be used to reduce environmental impacts from transport and cut congestion. 
Use of heavy goods vehicles generates external costs (e. g. emissions, noise and congestions) to the society and consequently the society has to bear these costs. In this respect the European Commission reviews the Eurovignette Directive enabling the Member States to calculate tolls according to the air and noise pollution from traffic. This will encourage freight transport operators to buy cleaner vehicles and improve their logistics and route planning. The tolls must be collected using electronic systems with any revenue being used in projects to alleviate the negative impacts of transport. 

According to the Commission the internalisation of external costs in road freight transport should contribute to the yearly reduction of 1 billion euros and reduce environmental impact of transport. 
On the other hand however it should not result in a distortion of competition between the different modes of transport in Europe neither between the non-EU and EU transport operators. At the same time it should not bring additional cost or administrative burden especially to the road transport operators as the European transport sector is already hit by increasing fuel prices and existing provisions such as the fuel taxation, emissions and safety standards, air quality legislation, promotion of related research, subsidies for public transport, etc. Introduction of external costs charging may lead to transport operators paying twice for the same external costs. The internalisation of the external costs is based on their quantification that is according to their nature extremely difficult and more complex when concerning many diverse systems. Therefore, it should be more thoroughly analysed whether alternative measures could provide more effective, less costly and less bureaucratic solutions for mitigating external costs from transport. Thus, the “cheapest cost avoider” principle should be applied instead of a pure “polluter pays” principle to avoid imposing unnecessarily high overall cost to society.

The fact that other external costs (such as accidents or climate change) are not included in the proposal is very welcomed by business representatives. These externalities are better internalized by other means such as vehicle insurance or fuel tax. The business community also suggests to remove the congestion external charge from the 
proposal as the congestion problem is only partly caused by HGVs and hauliers tend to avoid congestion situations in their logisitics planning as they represent a cost to them. 

Charging the HGV will certainly have an impact on transport prices. Efforts leading to the internalisation of external costs cannot only represent the increase of prices without any desired results. The directive should stipulate that revenues from infrastructure charges must be used to benefit the transport mode that is being charged. 

The proposal is being examined in the Committee of transport and tourism of the European Parliament planning to come up with the report during January. European Parliament should vote on the report in the Plenary in March. The role of the Czech presidency will therefore be crucial for the transport operators.   

The question is in what extend will the proposal contribute to the sustainability of the environment and competitiveness of the European transport sector?
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