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If Romania wants the doors of the European Union to open on 1 January, it must invest billions of euros in environmental protection. But many are skeptical that the country will do it. 

For years, the town of Copsa Mica, in Sibiu county, in the heart of Romania, has been synonymous with heavy pollution. The roofs of the houses are black, and at the end of a day spent here black dust will cling to your clothes. This is thanks to heavy industrialization during communism, when a giant zinc and lead smelter was set up here with little care for environmental protection.

But with the 2000 privatization of Sometra, the company operating the factory, residents hoped the pollution nightmare would end. The company was sold to the Greek enterprise Mytilineos, which was supposed to pump $15.4 million into environmental protection. 

But that hasn’t happened. Dimitris Samaras, deputy director of Sometra, said Mytilineos has not invested this money because it had to first cover Sometra’s debts, which were higher than declared by the Romanian state when it launched the privatization process. The Greeks so far have invested only about a quarter of the required sum. Sometra officials estimate that they would have to spend about $20 million in order to meet EU environmental-protection standards.

Among other tasks, the factory must cut emissions of sulfur dioxide, lead, and cadmium, and reduce the pollution that goes into the Tarnava Mare River, which crosses the town. Pollution has decreased in the town and river in recent years, according to a report done by the regional governmental agency for environmental protection, but the Copsa Mica factory remains the main source of pollution in the county and one of the largest polluters in Romania. 

Copsa Mica is an extreme case, but it’s symptomatic of Romania’s pollution problem. 

Industrial emissions, heavy traffic, irrational logging, and building without care for environmental norms have fed the pollution that has ravaged the country. Bucharest is the most polluted capital in Europe, with an average of 273 tons of dust and 125 tons of lead marring the city every month, according to a report by Eco-Europa, an environmental organization.

In the past 10 years, the death toll in Bucharest from respiratory diseases has ballooned from 3.9 to 48.4 per 100,000 inhabitants.

ENOUGH ALREADY

The EU has told Romania it must get serious about cleaning up the environment.

As many as 508 of the country’s largest industrial polluters could be shuttered on 1 January if they don’t make the required investments in environmental protection. 

In addition, the 284 crematories in Romania’s hospitals, used to incinerate biological waste and human remains, are likely to be closed if they don’t modernize their technologies to correspond to environmental standards. Those modifications, including introducing chemical sterilization or even building new facilities, will simply be too expensive for many hospitals.

Another 195 companies with significant gas emissions have gotten permission from the Ministry of Environment to extend the deadline for investment to 30 October 2007, and another 200 enterprises have received a grace period of until 2018. 

So far, only 13 large industrial enterprises have made significant investments in environmental protection and have therefore received an “environmental authorization” allowing them to operate. Under an agreement with the EU, that is what the remaining 508 major polluters must do.

Sulfina Barbu, the environment minister, has estimated that the country must spend some 30 billion euros ($36.3 billion) on the environment by 2018. Barbu said the Romanian government does not want to close down the companies not complying with the environmental requirements but wants them to reach the terms set out by the EU. Only by doing this will they be able to compete with their EU peers, she said. The EU requirements are fixed and can’t be postponed or renegotiated, Barbu warned at a seminar on the environment organized by the Romanian daily Adevarul in May 2005.

In an annual report issued in November, meant to track Romania’s progress toward EU-entry norms, the European Commission warned that the country must solve several major problems related to its environment. Following this warning, hospitals not complying with the legislation requiring certain standards for burning dangerous medical waste will face fines of up to 1,000 euros.

The Romanian government might have to pay fines to the EU if it does not fulfill its commitments made during accession negotiations. Other new members have experienced the Brussels whip. Poland, for example, has been assessed fines of 300,000 euros per day for failing to comply with environmental standards.

The EU signed the accession treaty with Romania and Bulgaria in April 2005. According to November’s Romania country report, Romania has gone far to harmonize its legislation with the EU’s, but it has also received red cards for some fields where it lags behind. They include border security, the fight against corruption, food safety, and problems related to industrial pollution. EU member states have stressed in the recent past that eradicating pollution must be high on Romania’s agenda.

MONEY FOR AIR

To implement the environmental projects, multiple sources of financing are available. Romania can earmark money for these projects from the state or local government budgets, or it can tap into a variety of pre-accession funds or take internal and external loans. The potential pre-accession funding sources amount to hundreds of millions of euros. Another source of financing is LIFE, an EU financial instrument aimed at protecting the environment by promoting nonpolluting technology and urban planning. The value of financing through LIFE is, on average, 500,000 euros per project. 

And domestic funding is available as well, from the Environment Fund Administration (AFM), a public, self-financed institution within the Romanian Ministry of Environment and Rivers Management, which manages a public fund geared toward environmental protection. Companies and institutions – depending on how much they harm the environment through their activities – are required by law to contribute to this fund or face fines of up to 10,000 euros.

But there isn’t much experience in Romania in putting together environmental-improvement projects, and much of the money sits waiting to be used. To apply for financing, companies must fill out a form, attach supporting documentation, and submit the file to the AFM or to the regional government administration for environmental protection.

The process is also marred by lack of information. “We didn’t even know that we had to make investments in our incinerator,” said Nicolae Andries, the director of technology at the University Dentistry Hospital in Bucharest, which is on the list of polluting hospitals. Andries said the hospital pays a courier to take the waste to a crematorium in the town of Suceava, in the Moldova region, and that the hospital doesn’t have tens of thousands of euros to invest.

CLOUDY FUTURE

At least one top environmental official is pessimistic. Silvian Ionescu, chief commissioner of the National Environment Guard (GNM), said he does not believe that Romanian industry can afford to cover all the environment-related costs. The GNM is the state body in charge of implementing government policy on the environment and imposing penalties on those breaching environmental legislation. 

Companies are reluctant to take out loans for environmental-protection work because the economic outlook in Romania is gloomy and companies are not sure they will be able to repay the loans, Ionescu said. These companies prefer to shut down and have the state clean the area, and then to go to court with the state to settle their obligations. But Minister Barbu has said that, given closures, companies will have to bear the costs incurred by a shutdown, including cleanup, and the state will demand such in court. 

Romania will learn more about how satisfied the EU is with its progress on the environment next month, when the next country report is released. Technical in nature, the report could be decisive in determining the country’s accession date, finally.
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