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The EU’s Ecodesign Directive: Sense of proportion needed 
in political efforts to steer product design 
 
The European Commission’s framework directive on ecodesign 

(2009/125/EC) aims to reduce the environmental impacts of “energy-related 

products” throughout their entire lifecycle. Since the Ecodesign Directive 

was adopted, 22 implementing regulations for specific product groups have 

come into force. According to the European Commission, the directive is 

thus making a significant contribution to promoting, at the product level, 

energy-efficient technologies and environmental and climate protection. 

 

 
Furthermore, manufacturers of the products stand to benefit as the directive 

is likely to be a major driving force for product innovations and 

improvements in production processes. This will open up new sales 

opportunities and could boost the companies’ economic performance. 

German companies have therefore been constructive participants in the 

ecodesign process and have committed to complying with ambitious 

energy-efficiency requirements. However, the actual process of fleshing out 

the implementing regulations and putting them into practice has, in many 

cases, vastly increased the administrative burden on companies and led to a 

rise in production and development costs. If the consequences are going to 

be this far reaching, they have to be justifiable. The regulatory interventions 

must therefore be in proportion to the work they create, make 

environmental sense and be economically acceptable. 

 

As part of its ongoing work on implementing the Ecodesign Directive, the 

Commission’s latest working plan (for the period 2012-2014) published a 

list of products that should be considered priorities when adopting further 

legislative measures. The list mentions, among other things, showerheads, 

taps, windows for buildings, and steam boilers under 50 MW. Preparations 

for the 2015-2017 working plan are already underway. 

 

The Commission is also planning to review and, if necessary, redraft the 

Ecodesign Directive this year (2014) as part of its revision of the Energy 

Labelling Directive. Furthermore, with a view to expanding the Ecodesign 

Directive, the Commission introduced in December 2012 the Methodology 

for the Ecodesign of Energy-related Products (MEErP) – a tool that has yet 

to prove its worth in practice. The idea is to open the Ecodesign Directive 

up to products that have so far not fallen within its scope. These include 

furniture, textiles, chemical products and means of transport. At the 

moment, means of transport are explicitly excluded from the directive. 

German industry believes that, positive experiences of the past 

notwithstanding, there is good reason to be concerned about the direction 

policymakers are now taking. This applies particularly to the adoption of 
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yet more environmental parameters and to the abundance of new ecodesign 

plans that are not primarily concerned with energy efficiency. 

 

BDI sees no reason for amending the Ecodesign Directive. In fact – given 

the industry’s experience of the implementing process and the current 

discussion on revising the framework directive – BDI believes that efforts 

to apply the rules to specific products should, in future, pay greater attention 

to the text as it currently stands. 

 

With this in mind, German industry has drawn up a number of proposals 

and requests that must be taken into account when refining and 

implementing the Ecodesign Directive. They are as follows:   

 

1. Comply with Article-15 criteria when selecting products  

All future efforts to implement the Ecodesign Directive must take full 

account of the criteria and procedural elements listed in the text. This 

applies to selecting new product groups and to reviewing existing 

implementing measures. Article 15 of the Ecodesign Directive states that a 

product must “present significant potential for improvement in terms of its 

environmental impact without entailing excessive costs”. It also requires the 

product to have a significant sales and trade volume. For a product to 

comply with that stipulation, it has to sell 200,000 units a year within the 

Community. It is imperative that this guideline remains.   

 

2. Keep ecodesign requirements away from production equipment and 

certain industrial goods 

Consumer goods are designed with standardised purposes in mind. They 

serve a mass market where user requirements are very easy to compare. In 

contrast, capital goods (production equipment) are usually much more 

complex. They have to keep pace with the market and respond to individual 

needs that differ widely from customer to customer. This means they are 

almost always designed with their specific application in mind and cannot 

be evaluated on any basis other than their own process or production chain. 

It makes little sense to calculate how much energy is consumed by 

individual technical components in the chain. The idea of applying 

ecodesign rules to capital goods also raises the issue of establishing sensible 

system boundaries. Networked and interactive products – such as 

production machines – must never be considered in isolation from one 

another. 

 

3. Energy consumption and efficiency must remain at the heart of 

ecodesign  

The products that have so far been considered under the Ecodesign 

Directive show that energy consumption during use is by far the most 

important of the environmental parameters identified for the implementing 

measures. German industry therefore takes a highly critical view of any 

attempt to expand the directive to include other environmental parameters 

that will make products comply with additional environmental 

requirements. Developing additional parameters within the Ecodesign 

Directive must not compromise the basic functional properties of the 

product in question. Efforts must also be made to avoid any inconsistencies 

concerning the key safety requirements that devices have to fulfil.  
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4. Expanding the scope of the Ecodesign Directive to include “all 

products” is unacceptable from a regulatory perspective  

Although the practical part of applying the Ecodesign Directive 

2009/125/EC to “energy-related products” is still only in the initial stages, 

there is already talk of expanding the directive’s scope to include “all 

products” in the EU single market. Considering that the EU has yet to 

amass sufficient experience with the existing implementing regulations, this 

politically led discussion has begun far ahead of its time. The interim results 

of the ongoing study that is reviewing certain aspects of the Ecodesign 

Directive clearly indicate that, especially with regard to practical 

implementation, the European Commission should not be considering 

expanding the scope of the directive.   

 

Expanding the directive to cover “all” products and environmental 

protection criteria would turn it into an all-encompassing tool for political 

intervention and control within the EU. This kind of development would, 

from a regulatory perspective alone, give grounds for grave concern. It 

would contradict the principles of market economy on which the EU single 

market is built, and there would be a real danger of arbitrary and 

administrative interventions in Europe’s industry. This must not be allowed 

to become one of the goals of ecodesign in the EU.  

 

5. Rule out conflicts with existing EU laws that regulate specific 

products  

Another reason why it makes no sense to extend the Ecodesign Directive to 

cover all products post-2014 is that numerous EU regulations already apply 

to specific products. Instead of introducing new and enhanced product 

regulations and requirements, it would be better and smarter to evaluate 

existing product rules to identify synergies, and to avoid doubling up on 

regulations and creating goals that conflict with things like the REACH 

regulation on chemicals and the EU directives that address waste (e.g. 

WEEE). The same applies to the areas (e.g. road vehicles) that are already 

highly regulated. 

 

6. Retain the principle of material and technology neutrality  

Ecodesign requirements will create enormous scope for developing new 

technologies and innovative products. However, they also risk producing a 

situation where certain materials or technologies are discriminated against 

or made compulsory solely on the basis of environmental considerations. 

The MEErP ecodesign methodology mentioned above gives specific 

grounds for this concern, as it could create false incentives for substituting 

some materials for others. This is why openness to different technical 

applications and innovative materials must be the regulatory principle that 

guides the implementation of the Ecodesign Directive. If this does not 

happen, then “ecodesign planning” will replace the much more desirable 

competition that encourages manufacturers to produce the best “ecodesign 

solution”.    

 

7. Ensure an effective system of market surveillance 

The German manufacturers who are subject to the Ecodesign Directive 

place great importance on meeting the legal requirements that apply to their 

products. However, it will be impossible to achieve the directive’s goals 

unless all EU member states have an effective system of market 
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surveillance in place to ensure that everyone is complying with the 

requirements. This is the only way to guarantee that competitive conditions 

are fair and that neither manufacturers, who must handle all the legal and 

product requirements and bear the costs, nor consumers are put at a 

disadvantage. It is very important that market-surveillance authorities 

throughout the EU cooperate and exchange information across borders, and 

that the region’s outer borders are not neglected.  

 

8. Get industry more involved in all phases of the process  

It is imperative that industry participates in all phases of the implementation 

process, from compiling the work programme, to producing the preliminary 

studies, to setting out the implementing measures. This will, among other 

things, secure the long-term planning security that companies need. After 

all, companies are the only ones who can bring expert knowledge of 

technologies and future product developments to the table. Involving them 

right at the start of the legislative process will therefore make it possible to 

draw sensible boundaries for the market in terms of technological feasibility 

and profitability. If companies are left out of the equation, there is a danger 

that counterproductive regulations will be introduced.    

 

However, changes to the comitology system under the Treaty of Lisbon, 

which have opened the doors to “delegated acts” for the implementing 

regulations connected to the Ecodesign Directive, could spell the end of the 

existing comitology committees (technical regulatory committees). This 

would unfairly strengthen the European Commission’s position. German 

industry therefore supports the German federal government in its efforts to 

ensure that the existing participation and decision-making processes 

continue to apply in the future. 
 

 

 

 


