4.6 Strengthening the protection and sustainable management of natural capital as a base for social prosperity and transition to a low-carbon economy    

Greece hosts a unique ecological treasury and is one of the European Union’s most important member states in terms of ecological wealth. Greece has been one of the first countries worldwide to endorse a framework law on the protection of the environment (law 1650/1986), while the principles of environmental protection are embedded in the Constitution. The country’s rich ecological capital has been subject to several threats also due to the economic crisis of the last decade that forced a shift of focus in political priorities. The SDGs offer a new vision for sustainable development for the country, reinvigorating the principles of democracy and of open and good governance, harnessing inclusive institutions, ensuring the spread of prosperity and the protection of the most vulnerable and fostering economic stability founded on a sound ecological basis.
This national priority corresponding to the implementation of the “environmental” SDGs 6, 7, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, is based on the notion that the natural environment of Greece constitutes not only the identity of the country but also a key asset for development. Environmental protection is, hence, regarded as the basis for ensuring sustainable economic growth, e.g. through quality tourism and the production of quality agricultural products and food, as these two sectors constitute the back-bone of the Greek economy and rely a lot on the quality of natural environment. It is also the basis for social wellbeing by safeguarding human health and access to high quality environmental and ecosystem services to citizens.

Main policies and measures

Transition to a circular economy model for sustainable production and consumption patterns (SDGs 12, 8, 9) 
The shift to sustainable consumption and production patterns (SDG 12) and to a circular economy constitutes a key priority for Greece and an integral part of the country’s National Growth Strategy.
The sustainable management and the efficient use of natural resources (SDG 12.2) is an objective that has been already horizontally embedded, as a cross-cutting priority, in the country’s current strategic planning. The ongoing Partnership Agreement (PA) 2014-2020 has integrated the principles of sustainable development by focusing on environmental protection requirements, resource efficiency, climate change mitigation and adaptation, biodiversity conservation, and disaster resilience, risk prevention and management. Apart from the overall PA, the specific Operational Programme for Transport Infrastructure, Environment and Sustainable Development 2014-2020, https://www.google.gr/search?q=related:www.ymeperaa.gr/+%CF%85%CE%BC%CE%B5%CF%80%CE%B5%CF%81%CE%B1%CE%B1+2014-2020&tbo=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiBvaeIvNnYAhXEBiwKHXhxCR8QHwgqMAAwith approximately half of its budget for its environment component (i.e. around EUR 2.4 billion), is structured around four thematic objectives: (i) support the shift towards a low carbon economy in all sectors; (ii) ensure adaptation to climate change, risk prevention and management; (iii) preserve and protect the natural environment, the ecosystem services and green infrastructure, and promote resource efficiency (with a total budget of around EUR 2.05 billion); and (iv) promote sustainable urban development, energy efficiency projects in public buildings and broader diffusion of teleheating.

“Greening” the economy with positive impacts on creating new decent jobs for all, especially for youth and women, for a long-term equitable and inclusive growth, based on resource efficiency, promotion of small and medium size entrepreneurship, innovation and investment in new technologies, expansion of the knowledge-base and strengthening of the “social economy” potential, has been a key quest for Greece particularly in recent years. 

A National Action Plan on Circular Economy, detailing short-term priority interventions for the long-term promotion of circular economy in the country, and responding to the measures included in the related EU Action Plan for the Circular Economy (December 2015), has been endorsed, in the beginning of 2018, by the Governmental Economic Policy Council (KYSOIP). In order to speed up delivery of concrete actions and improve the involvement of all related line ministries and stakeholders (local authorities, businesses, civil society), a dedicated Inter-ministerial Working Group has been set up to coordinate planning and implementation of the National Action Plan, steered by the Ministry of Environment and Energy and composed by representatives from the Ministries of Economy and Development, Interior, Finance, Infrastructure and Transport, Education, Research and Religious Affairs, Maritime and Insular Policy, and Rural Development and Food.

The strategic long-term goals for 2030 of the National Action Plan on Circular Economy focus on: 

· further applying  a hierarchy approach in waste management, focusing  on the prevention of waste production and recycling rather than on the final disposal of waste, "closing the loop" of product life-cycles; 
· supporting circular entrepreneurship by promoting “industrial symbiosis” and clustering of businesses, the secondary use of by-products and waste in new production processes as raw primary materials as well as the improvement of energy efficiency in industry;

· supporting circular consumption patterns of re-using, re-storing and re-pairing rather than buying new products, especially for electrical and electronic devices, thus creating a new market and jobs in repairing services, as well as education and information of consumers so as to make more sustainable and responsible choices regarding appliances’ energy efficiency and reparability potential;

· enhancing partnerships, synergies and communication between the various involved actors like businesses and industry, the scientific community and the civil society; and 

· monitoring of progress in shifting from the linear to the circular economic model through SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound) indicators.  

Priority actions envisaged by the National Action Plan on Circular Economy to be implemented in 2018, relate to: 

(i) regulatory and legislative interventions to lift bureaucratic constrains for widely applying circular economy principles, such as: 

· elaborating new legal definitions for wastes, by-products and re-fuse materials after first use intended for re-use, declassification of waste and quality standards for secondary raw materials as envisaged by SDG 12.8;  

· minimising food waste, inter alia, by enabling food donations and their use in fertilisers’ production and organic compost (SDG 12.3); 
· promoting of green public procurement (GPP) (SDG 12.7); 
· increasing the potential of re-utilisation of construction and demolition waste by setting and applying concrete standards to enable construction components’ recoverability, adequate re-use (e.g. in road construction) and environmentally friendly decommissioning of old sites (SDG 12.5); 
· revisiting the existing specifications for the re-use of treated wastewater as irrigational water and in energy production (SDG 6.4); 

· integrating criteria for ecological design and life-cycle analysis of products, avoiding the use of  chemical additives in products’ production processes, thus increasing the potential of their reparability and adaptive re-use, and expanding their life-cycles (SDG  12.4);

· integrating circular economy considerations and criteria in the Environmental Impact Assessment and the Strategic Impact Assessment requirements for sites and projects as well as in the environmental permitting process;

· introducing the role of “brokers” or “mediators” between waste producers and the secondary material market to boost new entrepreneurship;

· endorsing measurable indicators to track progress, linked to material flows, to data related to material inputs and production outputs as well as to other electronic applications like the “Electronic Waste Registry”;

· endorsing a regulatory framework that will enable the production of green gas from organic waste and its introduction into the natural gas pipeline grid with lower feed-in tariffs than bio-gas or its use as a vehicle fuel. 
(ii) earmarking of existing funds from various sources( for financing the above regulatory interventions and for demo projects as well as increasing fiscal and financial incentives for businesses using secondary materials;
(iii) further enhancing knowledge, understanding, education, awareness and communication between producers and scientists and among consumers and the general public by means of extended public awareness campaigns particularly on the benefits of reducing food waste and on cooperative ventures as well as the elaboration of Codes, Guides and Standards for increasing energy efficiency in industrial processes; 

(iv) improving governance structures to enable the shift to a production and consumption model which is more efficient and with a smaller environmental footprint, by setting up mechanisms such as an programme Executive Secretariat for the Circular Economy and a national Observatory to tack progress, results and gaps on the economic, environmental and social dimension. 

With regard to SDG 12.4 and 12.5 on waste management which constitutes a longstanding priority and challenge for Greece, the National Plan for Waste Management and its accompanying National Strategic Plan for Waste Prevention (Ministerial Council Act 49/2015) already in implementation, the 13 Regional Waste Management Plans already endorsed with many of their corresponding projects already funded, as well as the National Plan for Hazardous Waste Management endorsed in 2016, provide the overall legislative framework in Greece to promote, in practice, the provisions of circular economy, with a special focus on waste management. 
Additionally, a new Law on Recycling (law 4496/2017), has been endorsed in November 2017 to fully align previously existing legislation (i.e. law 2939/2001) with the circular economy principles. Law 4496/2017 aims at ensuring the optimum operation of the recycling systems which are based on the Extended Producer Responsibility, guaranteeing that all arising financial resources are channeled into improving the quality and quantity of recycling. The new law is also expected to stimulate the use of innovative technologies, the creation of a secondary materials’ market and the boosting of new employment opportunities for high-skilled personnel, bringing about obvious interlinkages with the implementation of SDGs 8 and 9. 

Today, 22 approved Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes are in operation in Greece for: packaging material; batteries; accumulators; waste of electrical and electronic equipment; waste tyres; end-of-life vehicles; oils and lubricant waste; and demolition and construction waste. For these waste streams, concrete quantitative recycling and recovery targets are set out in EU and in national legislation. All producers or importers of such waste are obliged to individually set up or participate collectively to a relevant EPR scheme. All schemes are assessed, approved and audited by the Hellenic Recycling Agency (EOAN).    
In parallel, Greece has taken measures to drastically reduce the consumption of single-use lightweight plastic bags, as plastics and microplastics are the key source of pollution into the seas, through a Joint Ministerial Decision issued in August 2017, specifying fees and consumers’/merchants’ responsibilities. The measure of paying for the use of plastic bags by consumers, effective since the 1st of January 2018, has been very positively received by the general public, already resulting in a radical reduction of plastic bags consumption and awareness raising for consumers’ behavioral change, as per SDG 12.8.     

In figures, with the abovementioned intertwined National Plans together with the new law on Recycling, Greece aims, by 2020, to tentatively: (i) achieve a radical reduction of the per capita produced waste; (ii) increase reuse and recycling of wastes, with a separate collection of recyclable waste and of bio-waste, to reach 50% of total municipal solid waste produced from a 25% where it stands today; (iii) reach a 74% recovery and less than 30% disposal of total municipal solid waste produced from the current 82% disposal; and (iv) create around 15,900 new jobs and the increase of the annual turnover of the waste management related businesses.   

Regarding the adoption of sustainable practices by large companies (SDG 12.6), Greece actively promotes the EU Eco-label for products and services that have a reduced environmental impact throughout their life-cycle. In late 2017, 12 paints and varnishes manufacturers with 274 products, 2 detergent producers with 21 products and 12 hotels were awarded the EU Eco-label in Greece. Moreover, the Ministry of Environment and Energy supports the application of Environmental Management Systems in business, and in particular of the EU Eco-Management and Audit Scheme – EMAS. At the moment, 35 organisations with 1,334 sites are registered in the national EMAS registry. Financial and licensing incentives are granted to businesses that operate under the EMAS principles.
Finally, with regard to the promotion of public procurement practices that are sustainable (SDG 12.7), Greece has to speed up related processes and actions to catch up with other EU member states. To this end, the National Committee on Green Public Procurement (originally set up under the supervision of the Ministry of Environment and Energy in 2010) has been re-established, in June 2017, to operate now onwards under the General Secretariat of Commerce and Consumer Protection of the Ministry of Economy and Development. The Committee, composed by representatives from various line ministries, is currently launching: (i) the compilation of a National Action Plan for Green Public Procurement, in line with the national strategic objectives for procurements laid out by the Hellenic Single Public Procurement Authority; (ii) the elaboration of “green” selection criteria for products and services to be incorporated in the technical specifications of public procurements; and (iii) the selection of products, services and projects where “environmental” criteria can be applied as minimum compulsory requirements or as additional voluntary performance criteria.
Elaboration of an integrated environmental framework to support economic development and investment, while safeguarding and protecting natural capital and biodiversity (SDGs 6, 11, 14, 15)

Sustainable water resources management 
With regard to water resources and the implementation of SDG 6, the state of Greece’s freshwater bodies is good and water quality is fit for all key water uses (drinking water, irrigation, industry), while the price structure for urban water services in Greece generally encourages the prudent use of water, and price levels allow a greater degree of cost recovery, taking into account social considerations. Universal and equitable access to high quality drinking water to all, i.e. SDG 6.1, is already achieved in Greece, as an issue addressed not only under the provisions of the water related legislation but most importantly as an issue of public health. SDG 6.2 on access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all, is also already being met, since more that 90% of the total population in Greece is already served by urban wastewater treatment network facilities, while the remaining 10% is served by individual septic tanks, where wastewater is collected and transported to central treatment stations. With regard to SDG 6.3 which is of key importance for Greece, already through the appropriate environmental permitting and audits’ control system of industrial activities, the elimination of dumping and the minimisation of release of chemicals into freshwaters is ensured, while, in particular for nitrate pollution from agriculture, action plans have been put in place in all vulnerable areas and the use of agricultural inputs of nitrogenous fertilisers and pesticides has been drastically reduced over recent years, thus ensuring achievement of SDG 6.3. 
Water resources management in Greece, as a multidimensional issue, is faced with political, administrative and legal challenges that can sometimes hinder integrated and effective river basin management. Under the coordination of the Special Secretariat for Water (SSW) of the Ministry of Environment and Energy, being the key national Agency for water related policies and measures, an ongoing priority for the country is the full implementation of the provisions of the EU Water Framework Directive 60/2000 (transposed with law 3199/2003 and Presidential Decree 51/2007), that links directly to the implementation of SDG 6.4 and 6.5, aiming to reconcile competitive uses and increasing water demand due to intense urbanisation, tourist development in arid islands and increase in irrigated land, as well as challenges related to spot-pollution, climate change and extreme weather phenomena. 

A key means to manage supply and demand, taking into consideration human requirements, with water as a common environmental good, as well as ecosystem needs, is the elaboration and implementation of Integrated River Basin Management Plans for all 14 Water Districts of the country (corresponding to areas larger than single catchment areas) aiming to achieve water bodies at a "good" status. Each River Basin Management Plan is accompanied by a Strategic Environmental Impact Assessment describing the environmental impacts of the measures that need to be implemented in order to apply the River Basin Management Plans on the ground. 

At the moment, all original River Basin Management Plans have been revised. In order to update the River Basin Management Plans and to complete the drafting of the Flood Risk Management Plans currently under finalisation, a public debate and open multi-stakeholder consultation meetings in all Water Districts have been held. In this process, special emphasis has been given on ensuring an active and meaningful public participation in the planning and implementation of the water policy in Greece. Parallel to the public consultations, the SSW uploads all related studies and reports on relevant well-designed websites, makes available to the general public all information and data gathered from the more than 2,000 monitoring points of the National Monitoring Network and offers all produced geospatial data sets through a special geolink developed for this purpose, using open source standards.

With regard to water savings (SDG 6.4), Greece, as a vulnerable country to the effects of droughts, has given emphasis on appropriately legislative  rules for the cost and pricing structure of water services for all water uses (drinking water, irrigation and industrial water), taking into account social considerations and the need to protect vulnerable groups. Moreover, emphasis is placed on the completion of the legislative framework to allow further re-use of water and adequately treated wastewater re-use in the context of circular economy. In parallel, the Ministry of Rural Development and Food is implementing several projects promoting the reduction of losses and the application of high efficiency irrigation methods in agriculture. Along the same lines, and when all other water supply options are exhausted, the promotion of non-conventional water resources including the construction of desalination plants in extremely arid islands, according to the provisions of the respective River Basin Management Plans, is also foreseen. Finally, a National Water Abstraction Points Registry is currently set up in order to enable the monitoring of the status of surface and groundwater bodies by continuously recording abstractions from specific authorised water abstraction points. 

Greece, as a downstream country, fully implements the UNECE Helsinki Convention on transboundary watercourses and lakes (with law 2425/1996) and has a special interest and major challenge with respect to cross-bounder water management as four transboundary rivers from upstream countries provide approximately one-fourth of the total mean surface runoff of Greece’s mainland rivers. Thus, one of the country’s longstanding priorities is the achievement of the objectives of the EU Water Framework Directive at transboundary river basin level as well as of flood control and water quality issues, closely cooperating with all the riparian state through related MoUs and joint technical committees.   

Inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable cities 

With regard to SDG 11, Greece is firmly committed to continuously enhancing inclusive and sustainable urbanisation as well as participatory, integrated and sustainable urban planning and management in the country by 2030, also in line with the UN HABITAT III Agenda. 

Urbanisation has been a strong driver of land use change in Greece for more than 5 decades now and about three-quarters of the Greek population live in urban areas, with about 80% of the urban population living in the 11 largest cities of the country, 60% of which resident in the country’s two metropolitan areas of Athens and Thessaloniki. The construction of tourist facilities and secondary residences has been a strong driving force for continued urbanisation. In this context, key challenges faced today with regard to building sustainable cities in Greece, include: the extension of urban activities beyond designated urban zones, the building and housing construction in certain cases without prior adequate planning and building permits especially in coastal areas as well as the need to increase communal and green spaces in city centers. 

In response to the above, Greece, through the Ministry of Environment and Energy which is responsible for city and spatial planning, has already established a spatial planning framework system (i.e. National Framework for Spatial Planning and Sustainable Development and 12 Regional Frameworks for Spatial Planning and Sustainable Development) setting the strategic guidelines for compact cities, with municipalities having to deliver updated urban plans for their areas of jurisdiction in order to cover the whole land territory of the country in the coming years. Another key priority relates to combating unauthorised construction and uncontrolled urban sprawl, inter alia, by separating the permitting process from the control and inspection process, by establishing Observatories for closely tracking any change to the built environment at regional level and by introducing an “electronic identity” for each new private and existing public building. A key means to achieve these policy priorities is the completion of the National Cadastre to cover the whole land territory of the country by 2020. Moreover, the Office for Demolition of Illegal Constructions operating under the Hellenic Inspectorate as well as the Hellenic Energy Inspectorate responsible to monitor implementation of energy saving policies, together with the Registry of Energy Auditors responsible for issuing energy certificates for each house and building, all operating under the Ministry of Environment and Energy, are additional important tools to assist achievement of these key policy priorities for the country.
Box 8: A standard for sustainable and smart cities 
The SDGs provide an opportunity to re-address the building blocks for creating “smart and sustainable cities” in Greece to the benefit of current and future communities. Based on existing International Standards for the sustainable development of communities (such as ISO 37120:2014  on the performance of city services and quality of life  and ISO 37101:2016  for  establishing requirements for a management system for sustainable development in communities), the Hellenic Standardisation Organisation (ELOT S.A.) has launched, in April 2017, a Working Group on “Sustainable and Smart Cities” aiming to develop and officially adopt a National Standard for Sustainable Cities in Greece, based on related international practices and experience but adapted to Greek specificities and needs. At the moment, a wide interdisciplinary pool of experts has been formulated to technically work on the Standard’s various thematic components (18 “requirements” have been identified from energy efficiency and spatial planning, to financial viability and quality of health services) that should be finalised, through an extended public consultation process, by June 2018.     

Other important priorities that are currently being pursued in Greece through related legislative measures and actions, include: (i) protecting and preserving the cultural and natural heritage which constitute the “identity” and wealth of each Region of the country through the protection of the natural as well as of the built environment, i.e. traditional settlements and listed buildings; (ii) integrating new energy-efficiency and sustainability design requirements into building regulations; (iii) ensuring the accessibility of all citizens without discrimination to green and public spaces (SDG 11.3 and 11.7); (iv) supporting  positive, economic, social and environmental links between urban, peri-urban, and rural areas by strengthening national and regional development planning (SDG 11.a); and (v) increasing the resilience of Greek cities and societies to disasters, in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 through integrated policies and plans for preparedness and risk management (with emphasis on earthquakes, floods and industrial accidents) at the local level (SDG 11.b), in line with the XENOCRATIS project elaborated by the General Secretariat of Civil Protection of Ministry of Interior. In this context, particular emphasis is given to the Aegean and Ionian islands that are situated in seismogenic regions and, in the last years, islands of the eastern Aegean (in particular Kos and Lesvos), in addition to the constant load of migration waves, have experienced catastrophic earthquakes that destroying listed buildings and traditional villages. 
With regard to improving road safety, as captured by SDG 11.2, a series of activities are implemented in Greece by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport in order to reduce the number of road accidents, deaths and injuries and the improvement of safety measures for vehicles, including the implementation and monitoring of a "Strategic Plan for the improvement of road safety in Greece, 2011-2020", that gives particular emphasis on educating children and youth: an e-learning platform called “E-Drive Academy” has already been launched and a road safety course is already introduced in the primary school curricula. The Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport is also promoting the development of a central system for surveillance and monitoring of the technical inspections of all vehicle categories carried out by the Vehicle Technical Inspection Centres (KTEO) operating throughout the country as well as of the technical roadside inspections of the roadworthiness of all commercial vehicles in circulation. 
 Box 9: Sustainable Urban Mobility – linking SDGs 7, 11, 13

The transport sector in Europe is responsible for the 25% of GHG emissions, and road transport, in particular, corresponds to a 70% of total emissions from transport, hence the European Commission systematically promotes the concept of Sustainable Urban Mobility Planning and encourages EU member states to ensure the right legislative and support conditions for their local authorities. In this regard, the Hellenic Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport established in 2017 a Division for Sustainable Urban Mobility with main responsibilities the monitoring of the development of Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans (SUMPs) in Greece and the preparation of a Strategic Plan to promote Sustainable Urban Mobility throughout the country. In order to establish a common framework for the development of SUMPs by Greek local authorities, a technical inter-ministerial Working Group has been set up by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport with experts from the Ministries of Environment and Energy and of Interior to elaborate general guidelines for SUMPs, ensuring the participation of all local stakeholders from transport agencies to citizens’ groups (e.g. cyclists, people with disabilities etc), that will be shortly officially adopted by law. Additionally, the Greek Government is providing financial support to 162 municipalities with a population higher than 25,000 inhabitants for the elaboration of their SUMPs, through the Green Fund (operating under the Hellenic Ministry of Environment and Energy), with a total budget of EUR 9 million. These SUMPs address transport issues such as urban road safety, urban logistics, mobility management and intelligent transport systems, with emphasis on sustainable mobility means e.g. public transport, walking and cycling, but could also have a wider scope, entailing wider urban renewal, restoration and landscape planning projects (e.g. to increase public open green spaces and address urban “thermal/heat island” effects), thus considerably improving the quality of life for all citizens in large Greek settlements. In terms of awareness raising, participation of Greek municipalities implementing sustainable urban mobility interventions in the European Mobility Week has increased remarkably over the past years, growing from 8 municipalities in 2013 to 86 in 2016, with many of them also ranking in the list of the 10 finalist European cities to receive a Sustainable Urban Mobility Award. Moreover, dedicated training courses are being organised for the representatives of interested cities, on a repetitive basis, by the involved Ministries and the Institute of Training of the Greek Center of Public Administration and Local Government. 

Finally, with regard to SDG 11.6, the issue of waste management (municipal solid waste and wastewater) constitutes a longstanding challenge for Greek cities, aiming to shift from obsolete practices like landfilling to reuse and recycle with sorting at source even at domestic level. In parallel, with regard to combating air pollution in city centers, there is a considerable experience in successfully combating air pollution in the city of Athens and other major cities in Greece, not only with regard to emissions’ reduction measures (i.e. expansion of use of alternative fuels for vehicles through the development of appropriate station facilities, development of efficient and reliable combined public transport systems with freight centers, transport and fuel pricing structure, retrofit of LPG and CNG for both dual fuel and bi-fuel vehicles, incentives for fleet renewal and restricted use of passenger cars in central Athens) but also with regard to emissions’ monitoring and early warning, especially targeting vulnerable social groups in cases that air spot pollution including ozone and PM10 exceeds thresholds. This experience is being transferred to other partner countries through technical bilateral cooperation schemes. 
Sustainable use of seas and of marine resources 

With regard to SDG 14, Greece, as a maritime nation and a coastal State, has important resource, environmental and economic interests in the sea and oceans: shipping, fishing, development of offshore energy sources, port and transportation facilities, recreation and tourism are vital economic activities and important for the well-being of coastal populations, especially island communities. 
To tackle this multifaceted SDG, Greece is endorsing a holistic approach to all marine and sea related issues, that includes, in its core, the protection and conservation of marine ecosystems, creating conditions for sustainable development and a blue economy with actions at all levels, from the local to the national.

In particular, with regard to SDG 14.1 for preventing and reducing marine pollution, and in line with the requirements of law 3983/2011 and the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive, an extensive framework of measures covering all aspects of marine pollution and degradation has been recently (January 2018) legally endorsed, to ensure maintaining the already good status of marine waters in Greece or its achievement, in cases of minor degradation where restoration action is required. These measures aim, inter alia, at: preserving the rich Greek marine biodiversity, protecting ecosystems from non-indigenous species introduced by human activities, maintaining populations of all commercially exploited fish and shellfish within safe biological limits, maintaining marine food webs, minimising human-induced eutrophication, preserving sea-bed integrity, minimising contaminants in marine waters and fish & seafood below thresholds, reducing marine litter especially plastics, and containing underwater noise. 

Such measures promote the interlinkages between safeguarding marine and coastal ecosystems (SDG 14.2) and sustainable tourism practices, which is one of the key political priorities of the country, benefitting from a good environmental status in the marine environment. In this respect, Greece has a longstanding excellent record in keeping a very high quality of coastal bathing waters, ranking among the top countries worldwide for 30 years now that the global programme of Blue Flags, the most widely recognised ecological label for beaches, marinas and sustainable tourism crafts, is being implemented. In 2016, 430 Greek beaches were awarded a Blue Flag, thus Greece ranked 2nd among 47 countries globally.

With regard to SDG 14.4, Greece has a longstanding tradition in fisheries and aquaculture, owing to its geographic features (large coastal and island regions) and rich biodiversity of its marine areas and is the only EU member state with a Special Spatial Plan particularly for Aquaculture (both in fresh and marine waters) aiming at environment and biodiversity protection. The basic priorities of the policies implemented in Greece, at the moment, focus on: (i) the sustainable management of fishery resources, though the implementation and monitoring of related management plans; (ii) the prevention, reduction and elimination of illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing; (iii) the control of areas where banning measures have been taken; (iv) the implementation of a fishery data collection programme; and (v) the facilitation of fishermen in efficiently and commercially organising their activities. In this regard, the Operational Programme for Fisheries and the Sea 2014-2020 offering funding opportunities, provides a major development lever for the country. Its key aim is to promote an environmentally sustainable, resource-efficient, innovative, competitive and knowledge-based fishery sector, with a view to reducing the impact on the marine environment, protecting and restoring marine biodiversity and ecosystems. 
Box 10: Protection of marine ecosystems 

Greece is firmly committed to the protection, conservation and restoration of its marine ecosystems. In order to safe-proof marine ecosystems, Greece has already expanded marine protected areas, as the national part of the Natura 2000 network of protected areas, in its territorial waters from 6% to 19.6%, overshooting SDG target 14.5 by a safe double margin. This will result in preserving important habitats, such as the Posidonia oceanica underwater meadows, as well as important fish species and sea birds
Greece is determined to make full use of the opportunities that important tools such as Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) have to offer. In this respect, a National Maritime Spatial Planning Strategy (NMSPS) will be elaborated and adopted by 2021, providing an organised framework for all activities taking place in the sea in Greece, setting priorities and giving strategic guidance for further more elaborated maritime spatial plans, while in the context of the Barcelona Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment and the Coastal Region of the Mediterranean, Greece liaises with other Contracting Parties to jointly explore ways and means to enhance national capacities to facilitate implementation of the Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) Protocol  to the Barcelona Convention. 
For Greece, SDG 14.c is of paramount political, national and economic importance and is firmly committed to the rule of law and more specifically to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which sets out the legal framework within which all activities in the oceans and seas must be carried out. UNCLOS provides a solid basis and the legal tools for effectively dealing with issues related to sustainable development and with new challenges raised in this field. Greece is firmly supporting its effective and full implementation as well as the implementation of relevant international and regional instruments, which supplement its provisions.  
Protection, restoration and sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems

Greece has an exceptionally rich biodiversity with a very high species and ecosystems diversity due to the great range of climatic and geomorphologic conditions, with a large number of endemic species due to the isolation of mountains and islands, and an almost pristine natural environment characterises wide areas of the country. Preserving and managing forests and natural environment as per SDG 15 provide an important catalyst for achieving overall sustainable development objectives in Greece, such as ending poverty, hunger, gender equality and access to health and education. Ecosystem services also have a wider positive socio-economic effect on development and welfare by enabling sustainable tourism, maintaining food security, supporting physical and mental health and protecting cultural heritage values and traditional practices.      

Greece has a longstanding conservation policy, with the legislation on nature conservation dating back to the 1930s regarding the protection of mainland national parks and forests. Greece has been one of the first countries worldwide to endorse a framework law (law 1650/1986) on the protection of the environment, while the principles of environmental protection are embedded in article 24 of the Greek Constitution. 

In this context, the protection of forest areas is a key obligation and priority of the State as is the organisation and planning of the urban space that often clashes with forest protection. Thus, one of the highest priorities of Greece, currently, is the finalisation of the full digitalisation of the Greek territory in terms of land-use, protection status, type of industrial and other activities allowed etc.    
To this direction and in line with SDG 15.1 and 15.2, the elaboration and endorsement of Forest Maps has been a strenuous effort in the last years. Forest maps for the 37% of the country’s territory have already been completed with maps corresponding to the 32% of the national territory already ratified. Another 17% are about to be completed, while the remaining 46% is under way aiming to cover the entire country’s territory as soon as possible. The actual delineation of forest areas, together with the on-going finalisation of the National Cadastre, will facilitate the planning and authorisation of new investments across the country while ensuring the protection and management of forest areas in a more sustainable and effective way against urban sprawl, forest fires and in line with the national climate change mitigation objectives.  
Regarding the protection and conservation of biodiversity, in general, the existing framework law on biodiversity in Greece (law 3937/2011) sets out the key procedures for biodiversity conservation in the country. The consequent  National Strategy for Biodiversity 2014-2029 and its accompanying 5-year  Action  Plan  approved  in  2014  in  line  with  the  United  Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), set out the overall vision for the protection of biodiversity and of its ecosystem services, based on three pillars, namely halting  biodiversity  loss - promoting   biodiversity   as   a   national   natural   capital - intensifying the contribution of Greece to preventing the loss of global biodiversity”, aiming to prevent all destructive  changes  caused  by  the  loss  of biodiversity, by 2050. 
Greece is home to the 35% of Europe’s biodiversity. It currently has 446 sites included in the EU’s Natura 2000 network of protected areas that correspond to 27.59% (terrestrial sites) and 19.60% (marine sites), overshooting SDG 14.5. The official legal endorsement of all these sites has been recently completed and their total expanse is now fully covered by Management Bodies, with the expansion of the jurisdiction of the previously existing 28 Management Bodies in Greece and the creation of 8 new ones to, hence, cover the 100% of Natura 2000 sites in the country. Additionally, the Ministry of Environment and Energy, has already launched the elaboration of Special Environmental Studies, of Presidential Decrees and of Management Plans, of a total budget of EUR 17.5 million that, once completed, will be legally approved and enforced for the whole Natura 2000 network to ensure adequate protection, to regulate and define the conservation terms and to implement a judicial management of all Natura 2000 sites in Greece, by 2022. Moreover, the Ministry of Environment and Energy has been recently awarded a European Commission LIFE Integrated Project (LIFE IP) with a total budget of EUR 17 million that will run for the period 2018 – 2025. The project’s main objectives are the implementation of 10 Action Plans for habitats and species of Community interest listed in the Birds and Habitats EU Directives, the pilot implementation of Management Plans in Natura 2000 sites and the fine-scale mapping and assessment of ecosystems and their services at national level. The successful implementation of the project will result in a substantial improvement of habitats’ and species’ favorable conservation status in the country.
In parallel, the Ministry of Environment and Energy is continuously monitoring the implementation of the conservation status and management of rare, threatened or endemic animal and plant species and of Sites of Community importance (SCI) in the areas of the National System of Protected Areas (as per law 3937/2011), while is operating a system for data production and collection on forests, species, flora and habitats, for the determination of biomarkers, the organisation of databases and of an online data acquisition system, in line with the National Environmental Information Network.
Desertification (SDG 15.3) constitutes an important challenge for Greece, particular in the arid island regions. Main national priorities to address it include updating the national action plan against desertification to reflect new challenges and the revised strategic and operational objectives of the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), strengthening partnerships and joint planning with other Rio Conventions (CDB, UNFCCC), aiming to synergies for better resource efficiency and the promotion of “spatial” integrated approaches such as ICZM.
Box 11: Sustainable tourism practices in mountainous areas (SDG target 15.4)

According to recent legislation in 2017, concrete technical specifications have been set for planning, constructing and maintaining trekking routes and hiking trails in the mountainous areas of Greece, in order to promote sustainable tourism practices such as camping, trekking and hiking that respect the rich natural environment of the country, enhancing local livelihoods, enlarging the tourist season and diversifying the Greek tourism product that has been relying mainly on the “sea & sun” portfolio, while promoting cultural tourism and supporting local food and arts craft products. The Greek State is financially supporting the elaboration of proposals for creating integrated trails’ networks through the Green Fund, is setting up an electronic registry of trails and is working a national certification system of mountainous and other environmental routes. At the moment, 20 integrated trails’ networks are already in use while new ones are constantly being proposed, offering important opportunities for the creation of a “strong and diversified” tourism product in Greece.
Halting biodiversity loss as envisaged by SDG 15.5 is a main challenge to be dealt with also under the perspective of “environmental liability”. One of the main targets of environmental inspections in Greece is to avoid biodiversity loss through administrative fines and enforcing compliance for the responsible operators through obligatory preventive or remedial measures for any imminent or already caused environmental damage. Environmental inspections are continuously conducted in the country, under a National Plan monitored by the Environmental Inspectorate in cooperation with the competent regional authorities. This, together with law 4042/2012 for the protection of the environment through criminal law, constitutes an effective implementation of the “polluter pays” principle in practice. 
To protect and prevent the extinction of species according to SDG 15.5, Greece is developing a National Bank of Forest Genetic Material, while with regard to the conservation and sustainable use of genetic resources in agriculture, the very rich phytogenetic material of the country is preserved in specialised Gene Banks in Institutions, such as the Institute for Genetic Improvement of the Hellenic Agricultural Organisation “Dimitra” and the Mediterranean Agronomic Institute of Chania (CIHEAM-MAIC) in Crete. 
It is worth stressing that Greece has traditionally placed high political attention to biosafety with the public opposing to imported and domestic foodstuffs containing genetically modified organisms (GMOs). It upholds a restriction on the cultivation of GMO maize MON810, under article 23 of EU Directive 2001/18, and is considered as a GMO free-zone.
Regarding SDG 15.6, Greece is in the process of implementing the Nagoya Protocol under the CBD for the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilisation of genetic resources, including though appropriate access to genetic resources and technology transfer. With regard to SDG 15.7, in line with the CITES Convention and the EU Wildlife Action Plan 2016-2020, Greece has introduced additional implementing provisions for CITES including a licensing scheme to control international movements of threatened and endangered species and the General Police Directorate under the Ministry of Interior is cooperating with INTERPOL to tackle crime against wild life and forests. At the national level, every year a hunting regulatory order is issued and a forest protection programme together with an annual programme for the improvement and prevention of illegal timber logging are implemented.  
Transition to a low carbon economy and the adaptation to the impacts of climate change (SDGs 7, 13)
Concerning the energy policy and achievement of  SDG 7, the main political priorities of Greece, include: (i) the liberalisation of the gas and electricity market; (ii) the adaptation of the domestic electricity market to the requirements of the European Target Model; (iii) the increase of competitiveness in the sector; (iv) the expansion and strengthening of domestic and trans-national electricity transmission systems; (v) the increase of energy production from renewable energy sources (RES) domestically aiming to reach the 18% target of final total energy consumption from renewables by 2020 (according to the 20-20-20 targets of the first EU 2009 Climate-Energy package, EU Directive 2009/28) also with the view to export electricity produced by RES while reducing energy production by conventional combustion technologies; and (vi) the increase of energy efficiency and energy saving particular in the building sector but also in the small and medium size enterprises and industrial sector, linked to the mitigation of GHG emissions and climate change.
With regard to the implementation of SDG 7.1, Greece has taken a number of measures to protect vulnerable citizens and tackle the humanitarian crisis by ensuring energy supply to all, by free-of-charge re-connection and electricity supply to people and families living in extreme poverty (law 4320/2015). Since 2010, a reduced Social Residential Tariff has been established for vulnerable social groups (i.e. people with low family income, long-term unemployed, families with three children, people with disabilities, people with a need for mechanical support), which has been restructured in early 2018 to double the reduction rates provided to the most vulnerable households. Provisions for favorable arrangements have also been laid out through the Electricity Supply Code (issued in 2013) defining criteria for integrating customers into the Vulnerable Electricity Customers’ categories for electricity supply. Moreover, according to law 4508/2017 and Ministerial Decision 7408/1228/2018, an amount of EUR 10 million is available to support low-income citizens who have been disconnected from the electricity supply network due to overdue debts, to meet their energy needs. 
In order to implement the legal provisions for completing the single European electricity market, the Ministry of Environment and Energy and the Greek Regulatory Authority for Energy (RAE) are proceeding with the restructuring of the electricity market and, in particular, with the design of the application of the EU Target Model on the Greek wholesale energy market. According to law 4425/2016, as amended by law 4512/2018, the electricity power market is restructured to ensure higher efficiency, better offset of risks and effective competition in both the wholesale and retail energy markets. In this context, transactions will be able to be conducted, hereinafter, in four markets: energy financial market (forward market), day-ahead market and intraday market operated by the Hellenic Energy Stock Exchange S.A. (where the Greek Operator of the Electricity Market, LAGIE S.A., is becoming a shareholder) and balancing market operated by the Independent Power Transmission Operator (ADMIE S.A.). 
With regard to the implementation of SDG 7.2, even though the Greek energy mix is mainly defined by oil use in the heating and transport sectors and, until recently, by domestic lignite use in power generation, Greece has achieved an impressive increase in wind and solar photovoltaic (PV) power generation from 2010 and 2015, amounting to almost 300%, and the share of renewable energy generation has been a little below 30% of the total energy generation in 2015 while Greece had the second-highest share of solar PVs in the total energy supply of all the IEA countries in 2016. Apart from the high feed-in-tariffs and the decreasing technology cost, measures to speed up and simplify the complex licensing and permitting processes have also contributed to the country’s excellent record in achieving the penetration of renewable energy generation, providing its fair share in achieving SDG 7.2 globally. Recent law 4414/2016 revised the legal framework which governs the Renewable Energy Sources (RES) sector by introducing a new support scheme for power generation from RES and from High Efficiency Co-generation Heat and Power (HECHP) plants, through a market-based feed-in premium programme, in order to achieve the integration and participation of power stations in the electricity market in a more cost-benefit basis, relying less on high state feed-in-tariffs, to the benefit of the society. According to the guidelines on state aid support for RES and the guidelines for auctions for RES and CHP support in Greece approved by the EU, RAE has conducted, in 2016, an innovative, simplified and transparent on-line electronic pilot auctioning for PV stations, with important consumer benefits with price reduction due to increased competition. 
Moreover, law 4513/2018 introduced recently the establishment and operation of the Energy Communities, with a view to promoting social and solidarity-based economy and innovation in the energy sector, tackling energy poverty, promoting energy sustainability, production, storage, self-consumption, distribution and supply, enhancing energy self-sufficiency and security in island municipalities, and improving energy end-use efficiency at local and regional level.
In parallel, to boost the RES market further and to stimulate the much needed investments for economic recovery, Greek authorities are aiming at a further simplification of the licensing processes and the review of the environmental impact assessment framework to provide certainty for investors in sustainable energy production. At the same time, the National Special Spatial Plan for RES defining where a RES project can be allocated and under which conditions, is being revised. Among the country’s next steps is tο further explore and deploy more other RES with a high potential in Greece (e.g. geothermal, biomass) beyond mainly solar and wind, and to increase their usage in the non-electricity sector as an integral part of the National Energy and Climate Plan for 2030 and beyond, currently under elaboration. 
With regard to SDG 7.3 on energy efficiency, even though important policies and measures to this end have been implemented with very positive results, especially since 2009, there is still room for further improvement in Greece regarding energy savings. An energy efficiency obligation programme has been implemented in January 2017 requiring energy suppliers to make savings against an annual target, based on the market share of the obligated entity, targeting oil suppliers and the transport sector. The recent implementation of an energy audit policy is also an important step forward for industrial energy efficiency in Greece, offering the opportunity for suppliers to cooperate with industry to undertake energy audits and jointly set up and implement an energy efficiency scheme. With regard to the building sector, where there is a huge potential to implement energy saving interventions due to the high rate of building ownership in Greece, and since after 2010 there is limited new construction, focus is given to the refurbishment and renovation of the existing building stock in line with new efficiency obligations, e.g. improvements in thermal insulation
Box 12: Energy efficiency and savings in the buildings sector

One of the most resource consuming sectors is the building sector that accounts for approximately half of total energy consumption. In this respect, the Ministry of Environment and Energy has launched in March 2018, the implementation of the 2nd phase of the Programme “In-house saving (II)” that originally run between 2011-2014. This is a public-private venture, coupled with the State’s energy audit policy, with the active participation of the banking sector (10 banks are partners in its implementation, 5 of which being cooperative ones) and aluminum frame producers, for providing no or low interest loans to house and shop owners for replacing door & window frames,  boiler & heating systems and external wall insulation to ensure best heating and cooling performance and insulation, thus, resulting in considerable energy savings. The Programme funded by the National Fund of Entrepreneurship and Development (ETEAN) will have a positive impact, as in its original phase, in decreasing the energy footprint of old buildings through adequate refurbishments, expected to result in annual energy savings of up to 1 billion kWh, boosting in parallel the related businesses and industry.
Along the same lines, within the framework of the Integrated Environmental Policy scheme of the Ministry of National Defence, the Armed Forces of Greece have been implementing several projects for reducing their environmental and carbon footprints, including, inter alia, the installation of hybrid systems of RES in isolated islands, energy renovation projects in buildings, implementation and certification of energy management systems as well as integrated chemical and bio-residual waste management schemes.
With regard to climate change mitigation and adaptation as captured by SDG 13, Greece has been one of the first EU countries to ratify the Paris Agreement, and is fully dedicated to meet its commitments towards the international community. Under the EU’s Emission Trading System (ETS) and according to the first EU 2009 Climate-Energy package, Greece has to reduce its GHG emissions by 4% below the 2005 level by 2020. Greece is already meeting the climate objectives for 2020 and its total GHG emissions excluding emissions and removals from land use, land-use change and forestry (LULUCF) have decreased already even more than 4%, therefore already implementing SDG 13.2. 
Box 13: Energy efficiency and environmental protection in ships and ports

Greece, as a shipping nation, through the Hellenic Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Insular Policy, seeks to implement SDG target 7.3 through a set of technical and operational measures adopted by the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) in order to increase the energy efficiency of ships, while preparing for the implementation of international and EU legislation on the monitoring, reporting and verification of GHG from maritime transport at national level (EU Regulation 2015/757, amendments to Annex VI of MARPOL 73/78) and ensuring the implementation of international and EU rules on the prevention of pollution from ships (linked to SDG target 14.1). To this end, environmental standards are implemented in ports (e.g. waste management of ships based on environmental friendly practices), alternative fuels (LNG) are promoted as marine fuel, “cold ironing” technology and practices are supported, energy production at ports from RES is implemented and the notion of Corporate Social Responsibility as well as the implementation of Environmental Management Systems (like the EU EMAS) are widely being promoted in ports.

GHG emissions in Greece have decreased at a higher rate than energy consumption. This decrease is attributed to the low-carbon policies and measures implemented in the country, that include: accelerating permitting procedures for RES and offering attractive feed-in tariffs for all RES technologies, aiming to increase the share of RES in final energy consumption to 18% by 2020; the decommissioning of old and inefficient fossil fuel power plants; the introduction of more climate friendly fuels (i.e. natural gas) in the energy mix, additionally to RES; energy conservation programmes in industrial units; and incentives for the creation of “green business parks”. 
Box 14: Smart and energy sufficient islands  

Greece is pursuing an ambitious project to interconnect many of the non interconnected islands to the electrical grid of the mainland, by 2030. To that end, the Greek Regulatory Authority for Energy (RAE) has established a Committee, since 2015, to assess the various alternative scenarios for the interconnection of all isolated systems to the mainland from an environmental, technical and economic view point to identify best possible solutions for the country’s long-term energy planning. For the interconnection of the islands, Greece intends to use the specific fund earmarked for Greece that the EU Council proposes in the ETS review (revenues from the auctioning of the 25 million allowances for the moment). This will have multiple benefits as it will allow the decommissioning of the old heavily polluting diesel engines that are currently used in most Greek islands that highly rely, for their economic viability, on high-end tourism that builds, inter alia, on their unique natural and cultural environment. Through these efforts, it is expected to: further sharply decrease air pollution locally and considerably at national level; decrease the traffic of tankers and the management operations of the oil transport i.e. reducing the possibilities of accidental oil spills; sharply reduce the electricity production cost (now the extra cost for the non-connected islands is more than EUR 0.5 billion per year); further decrease GHG emissions; and allow for a greater penetration of RES in the electricity grid (for the grids that still remain isolated this is achieved through the installation and operation of innovative hybrid systems) thus benefitting from the comparative advantages for clean energy production that Greece has due to its high solar, wind, wave and geothermal potential. In this direction, the Greek Independent Power Transmission Operator (ADMIE S.A.) is now completing the interconnection of 4 Cyclades islands in the Aegean Sea and pursues the interconnection of Crete with Peloponnese in 2021, of Crete with Attica / Athens in 2024 and the interconnection of most of the remaining not yet connected islands by 2030. The overall technical specifications for the project have already been approved and now RAE and ADMIE S.A. are in the process of carrying out an open call for interested investors.  
According to the second EU Climate-Energy package, Greece has to reduce its GHG emissions, under the ETS, by 16% below the 2005 level, by 2030, and Greece is already in a very good place to meet this target probably before its deadline date. With regard to the non-ETS sectors, for the sectors of buildings, transport, waste, agriculture and industry (i.e. the forthcoming EU ESR Regulation), Greece is obliged to cut down its emission also by 16% by 2030, whereas for the LULUCF sectors Greece has to maintain a neutral balance by 2030. As a result of the energy policy and other measures already implemented, as described above in previous chapters (including sustainable urban mobility interventions well as the improvement of efficiency in public and private buildings), Greece will be in a very good place to meet these targets earlier than 2030. Furthermore, the above-mentioned National Energy and Climate Plan for 2030 and beyond, currently being elaborated, seeks to “decarbonise” the Greek society, in a way that further maximises energy efficiency, integrates untapped RES, incorporates climate objectives into integrated energy planning, while ensures energy security and meets the interests of local economies, so as to fully comply with the national and EU 2030 GHG targets. 
With regard to adaptation to climate change (SDG 13.1), Greece has fully developed its legal and institutional framework for adapting to climate change impacts and challenges, i.e.: (i) a key adaptation to climate change law (law 4414/2016) has been endorsed; (ii) a National Adaptation Strategy (NAS) is already in place and implemented since mid-2016, covering priority sectors (i.e. natural ecosystems and biodiversity, agriculture and food security, forestry, fisheries and aquaculture, water resources, coastal zones, tourism, human health, energy and industry, transport, the built environment, cultural heritage, insurance industry); and (iii) the 13 Regional Authorities are now preparing their Regional Adaptation Action Plans (RAAPs) to identify and prioritise measures to address regional vulnerabilities and expected climate change impacts based on the adaptation options  included in  the NAS (according to Ministerial Decision 11258/2017 on technical specifications for the content of RAAPs). 
In line with the provisions of law 4414/2016, Greece has also formulated a National Climate Change Adaptation Committee coordinated by the Ministry of Environment and Energy, comprising the Secretary Generals of all line ministries. The objective of this Committee is to coordinate relevant policies and to overview the incorporation of climate change adaptation considerations in all sectoral policies affected, horizontally. It also includes representatives of local and regional authorities which foster (vertical) coordination among the levels of governance, and representatives of the main climate adaptation stakeholders (e.g. academia, businesses and NGOs) which allow for a participatory and transparent decision-making process. Greece is also currently promoting the development of a programme to address capacity needs, facilitate information and knowledge sharing and strengthen the existing monitoring and reviewing framework for climate adaptation.  

In addition, 156 municipalities from Greece have joined the EU Covenant of Mayors, pledging action to support the EU GHG reduction targets by 2020 and 2030, and adopting a joint approach to tackle mitigation and adaptation to climate change.  
( e.g. the budget of the Operational Programmes for “Competitiveness, Entrepreneurship and Innovation” and for “Transport Infrastructure, Environment and Sustainable Development” under the PA 2014-2020, the various Regional Operational Programmes for the Greek Regions, the Green Fund operating under the Hellenic Ministry of Environment and Energy, national funds from the budget of the new Investment Law (law 4399/2016), actions for promoting innovation under the National RIS3 as presented in chapter 5.2.1, other funds from EU research projects such as INTERREG and HORIZON etc.





