
 
 
 
 

THE EUROPEAN ENVIRONMENTAL NOISE DIRECTIVE 
 
 
PACS REFERENCE:  NOI-02 
 
Joseph, Martin 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
4/G16 Ashdown House 
123 Victoria Street 
London SW1E 6DE 
 
Tel:  +44 (0) 207 944 6304 
Fax: +44 (0) 207 944 6300 
e-mail: martin.joseph@defra.gsi.gov.uk 
 
 
 
  
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
The European Environmental Noise Directive 
 
 
The EU Green Paper on Future Noise Policy stated that environmental noise caused by traffic, 
industry and recreation was one of the main local environmental problems in Europe.  170 
million EU citizens were said to be living in areas where the noise levels were high enough to 
generate serious annoyance. 
 
 
The Directive Relating to the Assessment and Management of Environmental Noise has now 
completed its negotiations and challenge is to put it into operation. 
 
 
This paper will look at what is required by the directive and its impact in Member States. 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The EU Green Paper on Future Noise Policy1 stated that environmental noise caused by traffic, 
industry and recreation was one of the main local environmental problems in Europe.  Around 
20% of the EU’s citizens were said to be exposed to noise levels that scientists and health 
experts consider unacceptable, at which most people become annoyed, sleep is said to be 
disturbed and health may be at risk. 
 
 
The Green Paper recommended a more strategic approach focusing on protecting individuals 
exposed to noise rather than just attempting to reduce noise at source, which is the aim of 
existing EU noise control legislation.  Such legislation includes directives to reduce the noise 
emitted from vehicles, aircraft and outdoor equipment.   
 
 
In 1997 the European Parliament approved the general approach proposed in the Green Paper 
and requested that a Directive should be developed to take a more strategic approach through 



the establishment of comprehensive information about noise exposure levels of individuals 
across the EU and the action being taken.  This would facilitate the exchange of information 
between Member States as well as enabling the Commission to collect the data.   Together with 
information about action taken at local level, this data could inform future EU measures to 
reduce noise at source. 
 
 
 
THE ASSESSMENT AND MANAGEMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL NOISE DIRECTIVE 
 
 
 
The Directive (COM(2000)468 final) concerns noise from road, rail and air traffic and from 
industry.  It focuses on the impact of such noise on individuals, complementing existing EU 
legislation which sets standards for noise emissions from specific sources.  
 
 
The Directive requires:  
 

• the determination of exposure to environmental noise, through noise mapping 
(more precisely sound immission contour maps), and, in due course, by methods of 
assessment common to the Member States; 

• provision of  information on environmental noise and its effects to the public; 
• adoption of local action plans, based upon noise mapping results, with a view to 

preventing and reducing environmental noise where necessary and particularly 
where exposure is great; 

• preservation by the Member States of environmental noise quality where it is good; 
• collection of data by the Commission to inform future Community policy. 

 
 
 The directive applies to: 
 
 

• large urban areas – agglomerations (initially with more than 250,000 inhabitants but 
in the second stage for those with more than 1000,000 inhabitants); and in addition, 

• for the areas near to major transport noise sources outside agglomerations. 
 

Major transport sources within agglomerations will additionally be needed to be mapped and plans 
produced as for such sources outside agglomerations. 
 
Following a report3 by an expert working group, the Directive introduces two noise indicators to be used 
in common throughout the Member States. The first, Lden, (equivalent continuous sound level during the 
day, evening and night with a weighting of 5dB for the evening and 10dB for the night) is intended to 
characterise the noise in relation to 'annoyance'.  The second, Lnight (equivalent continuous sound level 
during the night) is intended to relate to 'sleep disturbance'.  
   
The Directive deals with strategies and long-term approaches to reduce noise in the domestic 
environment for the majority of the population. It does not address individual cases, complaints and 
neighbourhood noise nor noise in the working environment.   
 
Within seven years of the Directive coming into force, the Commission will submit a report on the 
implementation of the Directive and in particular to assess the need for further Community action on 
environmental noise such as: 
 

• long-term and medium-term goals for the reduction of the number of persons 
harmfully affected by environmental noise, taking particularly into account the 
different climates and different cultures; 

• additional measures for a reduction of the environmental noise emitted by specific 
sources, in particular outdoor equipment, means and infrastructures of transport 



and certain categories of industrial activity, building on those measures already 
implemented or under discussion for adoption; 

• the protection of quiet areas in open country. 
 
 
 
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE DIRECTIVE 
 
 
 
Strategic Noise Maps 
 
 
The Directive requires that the first strategic noise maps are produced by 2007 reflecting the 
position in the previous year.  The maps must reflect the new approach and use the EU noise 
indicators Lden and Lnight.  A report2 on the production of such maps in Birmingham was 
published in 2000. 
 
 
Action Plans 
 
 
The first action plans will be required in 2008 and include a compulsory public consultation 
although the actual measures are at the discretion of the competent authorities. 
 
 
Maps and action plans must be “made available and disseminated to the public”. 
 
 
Implementation 
 
 
Member States are faced with a number of important decisions regarding implementation of the 
Directive.  A consultation4 on this topic was issued last year in England.  Such decisions 
include: 

 
• The balance between central and local responsibilities 

 
 
Whilst there are still considerable uncertainties in the balance between central and local 
responsibilities, however this is resolved, it will be crucial that those who will be 
expected to use the maps and crucially, develop and implement action plans based on 
them should feel strong psychological ownership of the data, process and results. 
 
 

§ Definition of Day, Evening and Night 
 
 
The directive provides some flexibility in the definition of "day", "evening" and "night".  It 
will be necessary to reach a consensus on agreed definitions for these periods. 

 
 
• Definition of Agglomerations 
 
 

The directive leaves the definition of an agglomeration very much to Member States.   
The UK Government has commissioned a report5  to examine the options to define and 
identify agglomerations to be mapped under the directive.   
 
 



The report took a density of 500 persons per square kilometre7 to qualify as urban and 
identified 3 options for defining agglomerations: 
 
1 the population density of Local Authorities; 
2 the population density of ward or similar level administrative boundaries; 
3 the total population of discrete areas of continuous urban land (as used in the 

Air Quality Daughter Directive). 
 
 
It was assumed that for the practical purpose of noise mapping, the geographical extent 
of agglomerations to be mapped should be restricted to urbanised areas (or non-urban 
areas entirely surrounded by built-up areas) and where residential houses, schools and 
hospitals are most likely to be located.  As a result option 3 was identified as the 
approach most likely to deliver a practicable definition of urban agglomerations.  The 
alternative approaches had the drawback of including non-urban land parcels within the 
agglomerations.  Option 3 also had the advantage of maintaining consistency with 
current UK practice. 
 
 

• Competent Authorities 
 
 

The Directive requires that there be a single competent authority responsible for 
mapping each agglomeration even when agglomerations cross Local Authorities’ 
administrative boundaries.  In addition it requires separate maps for major roads, major 
railways and airports within the agglomeration.  Whilst it is not critical how the individual 
parts of the work are undertaken, it will then be necessary to bring the constituent parts 
of the agglomerations’ maps and plans into a single coherent document.  For this there 
seem to be three options: 
 
- the various local authorities do so voluntarily; 
- new bodies are created with a legal duty to undertake this work; or 
- central government in some form, perhaps through a Government Agency, 

which if necessary could be given additional powers, undertakes the work. 
  
 
• Other issues 
 
 

The directive will also require Governments to determine: 
 
- how synergies and conflicts with other environmental actions should be 

handled6; 
- the definition of  Industrial premises; 
- the basis for mapping and producing action plans for ports; 
- the definition of “regional” and “national” roads; 
- how railways and airports will be mapped and which bodies will be responsible 

for action plans; 
- where Member States have some form of devolution how responsibilities will be 

shared between the Central Government and the Devolved Administrations. 
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