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1. GDP is the most commonly used macroeconomic indicator in every country and international economic organisation. One significant example can be seen in the implementation of economic, social and territorial cohesion policy (Structural Funds), where regions receiving European co-financing are classified according to per capita GDP. However, there is growing – and increasingly justified – criticism of its ability to accurately reflect the socio-economic situation of areas and regions. The Commission expressly acknowledges the limitations of this indicator and proposes that possibilities for additional indicators be put forward for discussion. However, in the conclusions of the communication, the Commission still states that “For all of its shortcomings, it is still the best single measure of how the market economy is performing”. Many academics, experts and even politicians would disagree. For instance, Joseph E. Stiglitz, winner of the Nobel Prize for Economics, said: "the fact that GDP may be a poor measure of well-being, or even of market activity, has, of course, long been recognized".

2. The overall aim of the Commission communication is to provide indicators that measure progress in delivering social, economic and environmental goals in a sustainable manner. Reports on economic and social cohesion widely use economic, social and environmental indicators. Therefore, it is logical to assume that the aim now is to take another step in this direction.

3. One of the advantages of GDP (which explains why it is so often used) is its supposed power to distil the economic situation and development of economic activity using an established calculation method. The same applies to per capita GDP, as a simple indicator of a situation. However, in the Third Periodic Report from the Commission on the Social and Economic Situation and Development of the Regions of the Community (COM(87) 230 final) the method and results are published of a composite measure of the intensity of regional problems in the Community, which reflected the regional situation using other indicators in addition to per capita GDP, such as GDP per employee, unemployment, agricultural employment, supply and demand for labour, each weighted accordingly. Using the data obtained, a table was presented ranking all the regions of the Community; needless to say, this did not match the classification based on per capita GDP. The initiative was very well received, but there were political fears that the application of economic and social (and territorial) cohesion policy could be influenced by the values of the composite measure and not by per capita GDP. The index was never published again.

4. If our aim is to go beyond GDP by using indicators that serve as a basis not only for discussion but also for decision-making, then it is important to know what the aim is. A number of complementary indicators are already available, but no practical or political results have been achieved. In other words, it is important to decide whether the aim is simply change for change's sake, or if it is to move beyond superficialities.

5. The Commission communication recommends drawing up a comprehensive environmental index. Environmental aspects predominate, though there is no lack of references to social, quality-of-life and wellbeing indicators. Meanwhile, territorial cohesion, which was the subject of a Green Paper (COM (2008) 616 final), has been virtually overlooked. Complementary indicators should not refer only to the "macro" regional level, but should also take into account the "meso" and "micro" levels.

6. Moreover, although the communication will be studied by the ENVE commission, it is important that the opinion should go beyond the environmental sphere. The proposal must be broad and general in scope. It is significant that the European Parliament has assigned the communication to its Committee on Economic and Monetary Affairs.

7. As well as taking the above comments into account, an initial debate could focus on a number of questions.

1.
Do you think that GDP is a sufficient/insufficient indicator when it comes to framing cohesion and sustainability policies?

2.
Do you think that analysis of territorial and social cohesion and environmental degradation requires additional indicators to GDP?

3.
Do you think that the increase in regional and social disparities affects the environment? Why?

4.
Do you think that complementary indicators should guide every aspect of the European Commission's sector-specific policies? We refer, essentially, to the environmental and economic, social and territorial cohesion policies.

5.
Could new basic indicators, such as carbon footprint, adjusted human development index, quality of life index, territorial divergence or inequality indices, be used in framing policies, as well as being tools for evaluating results?

6.
Do you believe that indicators already used by Eurostat, such as the innovation indicators, should be considered when drawing up frameworks for strategic EU aid?

These questions, along with any that the ENVE commission might add, could serve as a starting point for the debate.
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