Commission accused over Madrid motorway decision

ENDS Europe

21 Feb 2008

Spanish NGO Ecologistas en Acción has accused the European commission of having a "disregard for justice" after it suspended a court case against Spain last month over the Madrid regional government’s decision to widen a motorway without carrying out an environmental impact assessment.

The case involves an 18-kilometre stretch of the M-501 motorway. The project had twice previously been given negative assessments because of its impact on several EU-protected nature sites. But the regional government defended its decision to go ahead on the grounds that the project was of overriding public interest.

The commission launched court action against Spain last July but suspended the case in January after Madrid committed to carrying out a retrospective assessment of the project. Construction work, including widespread tree-felling, is now well-advanced.

Commission environment spokeswoman Barbara Helfferich told ENDS the deal "may urgently bring into conformity" a breach of EU nature protection and impact assessment laws, and said the commission was "obliging the government to adhere to very stringent conditions".

But in a letter to the commission on Wednesday Ecologistas en Acción said carrying out an impact assessment was now "impossible" for sections of the motorway completed or under construction.

The commission is "giving the message that polluting is cost-free," an Ecologistas en Acción spokesman said. "This case is just the tip of the iceberg of a general change of attitude by the commission that we’ve been seeing for the last two years".

Last Thursday a Madrid court rejected the public interest justification and declared part of the project illegal. It ordered that part of the land be returned to its original condition. The decision is being appealed by the regional government.

Follow-up: Ecologistas en Acción (http://www.ecologistasenaccion.org/) , plus press release (http://www.endseuropedaily.com/docs/80221rw1.doc) and Madrid court judgement

Commission "cynically allowed illegal road"

ENDS Europe

4 Jul 2008

The European Commission was strongly criticised on Friday after it opted not to take emergency legal measures against Spain over an illegal extension to the M501 motorway in Madrid.

As of last week the EU executive was still considering taking emergency action to stop the project (EED 26/06/08). Spanish environmental group Ecologistas en Accion accused the EU executive of "cynicism" after it finally decided against.

Last December the commission suspended formal infringement proceedings against Spain over the motorway after the regional government promised an environmental assessment.

All that happened, according to Ecologistas en Accion, is that this gave the government breathing space to accelerate the illegal roadworks.

A spokeswoman for EU environment commissioner Stavros Dimas agreed that the commission had been misled. "We believed the Madrid government would halt work on the scheme as part of the agreement to suspend court action". It was only recently that "we saw that they had no intention of doing what they promised."

However communications between the regional government and the Commission concerning the agreement contain no reference to a requirement to halt work on the road. Nor did the Commission mention such a requirement in a letter, sent to the NGO, explaining the agreement.

"First the Commission accepted an agreement which allowed the illegal work to continue," the NGO told EED, "now they have lost all credibility by not applying for interim measures

