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Nowadays the EU Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) is considered as one of the most cred-
ible and effective environmental management tools, which adds valuable elements to an effective 
environmental management system. However, the number of EMAS registered companies in Estonia 
remains low, therefore the authors considered it useful to reveal the main reasons of this phenomenon 
and determine the main obstacles and benefits of EMAS implementation.
The main aim of the research was to find out positive and negative aspects associated with the EMAS 
certification and implementation; the role of EMAS for the stakeholders and the added value derived 
from the EMAS implementation. 
The authors conducted interviews and distributed a questionnaire among the EMAS certified organi-
sations in April-May 2015. The main findings of the research suggest that the most substantial value 
added by the EMAS system is the improved reputation, credibility and transparency derived from the 
preparation and publication of environmental reports, which is a compulsory component of EMAS. 
Organisations also recognized an added value of EMAS by the improved environmental performance. 
However, EMAS seemed to have less or no effect on other aspects such as risk management and 
employee motivation. Based on the results of the research it may be concluded that the value added 
to organisations by the implementation of EMAS was not significant. Even though implementation 
of EMAS brings along numerous positive impacts, it is also considered as time, money and effort 
consuming. Authors believe that more initiatives from the state side are strongly required to promote 
EMAS implementation and to increase the public awareness of the EMAS system, its main benefits 
and added values. 

KEYWORDS: added value, certification, European Union, Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS), 
implementation.
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Nowadays the European Union (EU) is playing a leading role in international efforts to promote 
sustainable development and responsible environmental performance. The growing importance 
of Corporate Social Responsibility in general and environmental performance of organisations 
in particular; as well as environmental policies and regulations introduced and enforced by the 
EU; made organisations to focus on the implementation of various environmental management 
systems. 

However, much has been argued about why companies should voluntarily adopt various social 
and environmental initiatives. According to Nash & Ehrenfeld (2001) many companies are 
adopting Environmental Management Systems (EMS) due to growing external pressure; this 
decision is not always necessarily linked to the conscious choice of making investments for 
improving the environmental performance of an entity. Arora & Cason (1996) concluded that 
public recognition is key to improving the success of voluntary environmental regulation. This is 
also supported by the findings of Kagan et al. (2003) which suggest that some companies may 
show better performance compliance than other due to the pressures from local communities 
and environmental activists as well as the corporate management style. An important role is 
also played by trade associations and environmental groups by influencing companies to take 
voluntary actions towards the implementation of various regulatory programs to prevent 
potential harms (Koski & May, 2006). It becomes evident that a „social licence to operate“ may 
be considered as an intangible asset of most companies and even industries; this asset, however, 
needs constant update and revaluation and according to Berger (2011) can be easily lost, which 
in turn couldbring serious negative consequences for the company.

Gunningham (2009) also noted that „the empowering social license may be a particularly 
powerful point of leverage and that for large, highly visible corporations ‘reputation risk’ is 
becoming increasingly difficult to ignore”. 

All these developments have influenced companies to implement voluntarily various 
environmental management tools among which Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) is 
considered as one of the most credible and effective tools, which adds valuable elements to an 
effective environmental management system. 

The history of EMAS dates back to 1990 when it was first presented by the EU Commission as a 
mandatory scheme, however in response to the industry feedback it was changed to a voluntary 
standard (Franke, 1995). In July 1993 the EMAS Regulation 1836/93 was first introduced by the 
European Commission as a vital tool of environmental policy aiming to fulfil its goal of sustainable 
development; since April 1995 EMAS has been opened for voluntary participation, but its scope 
initially restricted participation to companies in the industrial sector (European Commission). The 
first pilot schemes confirmed that EMAS would improve environmental efficiency and promote 
good and responsible environmental performance (Counsell & King, 1995), which is “significantly 
associated with “good” economic performance” (Al-Tuwaijri et al., 2003).

However, the research of Freimann & Schwaderlapp (1996) showed that the audit system was 
quite complicated and had yet to reach its potential as companies concentrated their activities 
on documentation and self-control (Freimann & Schwaderlapp, 1996). Research findings 
obtained shortly after the EMAS implementation revealed that the industry did require some 
form of environmental reporting (Erskine and Collins, 1996), but the implementation of EMAS 
was associated with certain difficulties and benefits (Hillary, 1998). Organisations mentioned 
lack of technical skills for environmental reporting and auditing, as well as difficulties faced 
by companies in preparation of the environmental report, but they also recognized various 
opportunities related to marketing, sales and publics relations arising as a result of the EMAS 
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implementation (Strachan et al. 1997), therefore, confirming the ability of EMAS to become an 
efficient marketing tool for improvement of environmental performance (Strachan, 1995).

Findings of Mora & Martin (1998) indicated that education and training should be the main tools 
required for the implementation of EMAS (Mora & Martin, 1998). The results of first surveys 
carried out after the EMAS implementations introduced mixed opinions indicating the pessimistic 
estimation about the future of EMAS (Glachant et al., 2002), the low uptake of EMAS and indicating 
it as “communication tool of variable value“ (Hillary, 1998), and also outlining that while the EMAS 
implementation is associated with several costs it also results in cost savings and numerous 
corporate benefits (Freimann & Schwedes, 2000). 

First revision of EMAS (EMAS II) took place in 2001 by the extension of the scope and the 
integration of the international environmental management system standard EN ISO 14001. As 
a result, EMAS was considered to become a vital tool to cope with environmental challenges and 
improve the competitive position of companies, which is also confirmed by studies of Jirillo et 
al., 2003.

Second revision took place in 2009 and on the 11th of January 2010 the so called „EMAS III“  
(Regulation (EC) No 1221/2009) came into effect. EMAS III included the following new elements: 
introduction of EMAS Global, revised audit cycles to further improve applicability for SMEs, 
corporate registrations to ease administrative and financial burdens on organisations with several 
EMAS registered sites and environmental core indicators to adequately document environmental 
performance. (EU Commission)

Today the European Union EMAS brochure specifies the following nine good reasons for 
EMAS: resource efficiency, climate protection, corporate social responsibility, legal compliance, 
supply chain management and Green Public Procurement, credible information, performance 
measurement, employee agreement, and stakeholder involvement (EMAS Brochure, 2016). It 
should be outlined that EMAS goes beyond ISO 14001 by adding value through:

 _ Environmental performance - stricter requirements on the measurement and evaluation of 
environmental performance against objectives and targets, and the continuous improvement 
of that environmental performance;

 _ Legal security - compliance with environmental legislation ensured by government supervi-
sion;

 _ Strong employee involvement; 

 _ Environmental core indicators creating multi-annual comparability within and between 
organisations;

 _ Transparent communication - provision of information to the general public through the val-
idated environmental statement; and

 _ Reliability - registration by a public authority after verification by an accredited/licensed envi-
ronmental verifier (EMAS – Factsheet, 2017)

The main differences of EMAS and ISO14001 are presented in Table 1.

From Table 1 it becomes evident that having much in common with ISO14001, EMAS requires more 
attention and participation from the management side, involvement of employees, preparation of 
an environmental report, sets out strict audit and verification rules and procedures. That in turn 
requires professional advice on the EMAS implementation to be available for all companies, special 
attention and support for SMEs, and various opportunities for different organisations to share EMAS 
related experience. Strong governmental support and influence of stakeholders are additional key 
factors in voluntary implementation of environmental management systems in general and EMAS 
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Table 1 
The main differences 

between EMAS and 
ISO14001

Elements EMAS ISO14001

General aspects

Legal status European Regulation (EC) No 1221/2009 International, commercial standard under 
private law

Participation Voluntary Voluntary

Logo Yes No

Focus and 
objective

Focus on continual improvement of environ-
mental performance of the organisation

Focus on continual improvement of the 
Environmental Management System 

Planning

Environmen-
tal aspects

Comprehensive initial environmental review 
of the current status of activities, products and 
services

 _ Requires only a procedure to identify 
environmental aspects

 _ Initial review is recommended, but not 
required

Legal 
compliance

Proof of full legal compliance is required  _ Only commitment to comply with ap-
plicable legal requirements

 _ No compliance audit

Employees 
involvement

Active involvement of employees and their 
representatives

Not required (ISO 14001 and EMAS both 
foresee training for employees)

Suppliers and 
contractors

Influence over suppliers and contractors is 
required

Relevant procedures are communicated 
to suppliers and contractors

External 
communica-
tion

 _ Open dialogue with external stakeholders 
is required

 _ External reporting is required on the basis of a 
regularly published environmental statement

 _ Dialogue with external stakeholders 
not required

 _ External reporting is not required

Audit and verification

Internal en-
vironmental 
auditing

 _ Environmental Management System audit
 _ Performance audit to evaluate environ-
mental performance 

 _ Environmental compliance audit

 _ Includes only the Environmental Man-
agement System audit of the require-
ments of the standard

Verifier/
Auditor

 _ Environmental verifiers are accredited/licensed 
and supervised by governmental bodies

 _ Independence of the environmental verifier 
is required

 _ Certification bodies are accredited 
through a national Accreditation body

 _ Independence of the auditor is recom-
mended

Audits  _ Inspection of documents and site visits to 
be carried out according to Regulation

 _ Check for improvement of environmental 
performance

 _ Data from environmental statement needs 
to be validated

 _ No certification rules in standard (other 
standards for auditing and certification)

 _ Check of Environmental Management 
 _ System performance, but no frequency 
specified or required

Official 
registration 
by Authorities

 _ Publicly accessible register records each 
organisation

 _ Each registered organisation receives a 
 _ registration number

No official register

Sources: EMAS Factsheet, 2017.
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in particular (Boiral, 2007). However, today an increased certification of ISO14001 rather than EMAS 
is observed (Wätzold et al., 2001), with ISO 14001 “becoming the dominant international standard 
for assessing environmental management processes“ (Morrow & Rondinelli, 2002), which also 
serves as a benchmark for the development and assessment of the environmental practices of 
various organisations (Rondinelli & Vastag, 2000) and outnumbers the EMAS in most European 
countries (Bracke & Albrecht J, 2007). The findings of Testa et al., 2013 suggested that EMAS is 
usually chosen by companies willing to achieve full transparency in their environmental accounting 
and reporting. The results of a review of EMAS in Greece carried out by Abeliotis (2006) revealed that 
a major benefit of EMAS as seen by companies turned out to be closer monitoring of the production 
process while the infrastructure upgrading was named to be the costliest aspect (Abeliotis, 2006). 
Unlike ISO14001, EMAS seems to be quite costly, time and effort consuming, and requiring the 
involvement of all employees, which goes in line with findings of Pedersen (2007), stating that 
companies consider EMAS as a successful initiative, though in their opinion, costs associated with 
its implementation outweigh the benefits. In case of EMAS it seems obvious that since the very 
beginning costs remain the main barrier of implementation and renewal of certification even in 
case of high internal and external motivation of the organisation. 

In 2009, Vernon et al. conducted surveys and interviews with the European EMAS registered 
organisations, and the results revealed that the greatest obstacle related to the implementation 
of EMAS appeared to be the associated costs while the most frequently named financial 
benefits were reductions in energy use and more efficient usage of resources. The findings also 
demonstrated different motivations of EMAS implementation: public sector organisations were 
mostly motivated by improved employee motivation and overall transparency while in case of the 
public sector organisation the main drivers were improved reputation for the organisation and 
requirements from the stakeholders’ side (customers, supply chain) (Vernon et. al, 2009). It should 
also be noted that motivation varies among companies, industries and the sector of activity. The 
findings of the study of Alvarez-Garcia & RioRama (2016) demonstrated that internal motivation 
related to improved productivity, efficiency and improved performance of the organisation has 
a stronger influence on the benefits derived from the EMAS implementation than the external 
ones related to demand from the stakeholders’ side. Therefore, it is obvious that there are many 
ways to increase the initiatives of organisations to implement EMAS voluntarily, which is also 
confirmed by the studies of Kolln & Prakash, (2002).

The results of a survey regarding the EMAS implementation conducted by Merli et al. (2016) 
among all Italian registered organisations revealed that the majority of the surveyed organisations 
would renew their EMAS registration, but public administrations seemed to be more satisfied 
with the EMAS. Public administrations also experienced higher difficulties relating to staff and, 
in particular, to lack of time and motivation but appeared to be more enthusiastic about the 
benefits achievable with EMAS. (Merli et al., 2016) These findings are in line with prior researches 
of Emilsson & Hjelm (2004 & 2005) stating that local authorities indicated an increased interest 
toward voluntary implementation of environmental management systems and have actively 
used EMAS for this purpose.

According to the official statistics of the European EMAS helpdesk the number of EMAS registered 
organisations in Europe is declining as illustrated by Figure 1. Statistical data shows that the peak 
of EMAS registered organisations was observed in April 2011, while in February 2017 the amount 
has dropped to its minimum since April 2010. 

As of February 2017, there were 3658 organisations registered according to the EMAS scheme, 
in the EU. Germany (1160) is the leading country for the number of registered organisations, 
followed by Italy, Spain and Austria (929, 866 and 290 respectively) while at the end of the list 
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remain Luxembourg, Netherlands and Malta (2, 2 and 1) respectively. According to the official 
statistics of the European EMAS helpdesk no EMAS registered organisations were found in 
Croatia and Latvia, and only 6 Estonian organisations are EMAS registered. (EU Commission)

Despite the numerous studies carried out on the various benefits, obstacles and added values 
derived from the EMAS implementation, no such studies observe the current situation in Estonia, 
small European country, where the number of EMAS registered organisations still remains low. 
Therefore, the authors considered it vital and worth attention to reveal the main reasons of this 
phenomenon and determine the main obstacles and benefits.

The main aim of the research was to find out positive and negative aspects associated with 
EMAS certification and implementation; the role of EMAS for the stakeholders and the added 
value derived from the EMAS implementation. The added value was examined via improved 
environmental and financial performance, risk credibility, transparency and reputation, employee 
motivation and involvement.

For the present study the authors have chosen interviews as a method of qualitative research 
due to a small number of EMAS registered organisations. Interviews were conducted among the 
EMAS certified organisations in April-May 2015, five organisations were immediately available, 
for the two others the authors used a questionnaire, however later on one of these organisations 
also joined the interview process. In authors’ opinion the results of the interview are still relevant 
and even more important in 2017 than in 2015 as since then two private sector organisations have 
cancelled their EMAS registration and one public sector organisation became EMAS registered 
in October 2015. Therefore, it seems very important to find out the main benefits and obstacles 
associated with EMAS registration in Estonia.

Figure 1
Official statistics of 

the European EMAS 
helpdesk - Evolution 

of EMAS registered 
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One of the main objectives of the interview was to find out the opinion of organisations on the EMAS 
certification process in general and the main problems and difficulties related to the process itself 
in particular. Most organisations outlined that they had to perform a huge amount of work related 
to preparation for the EMAS implementation, like collection and systematization of data, which was 
absolutely necessary to prepare the environmental report. Organisations also experienced difficulties 
related to the involvement of employees, especially in the public sector organisations with high 
percentage of office staff. These results were in line with findings of Merli et.al (2016), confirming that 
public administrations also experienced higher difficulties relating to staff involvement. 

It seemed complicated to explain the necessity of EMAS implementation and certification to the 
personnel, especially in non-manufacturing non-ISO14001 certified organisations. It was also 
mentioned that even after the EMAS implementation the preparation of environmental reports still 
seemed to be a quite time-consuming process. Organisations also named costliness as one of the 

Results
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main problems related to certification and implementation; three organisations were of the opinion 
that costs were rather high. It is worth mentioning that ISO14001 certified companies experienced 
less difficulties related to the EMAS implementation process, than the non-certified ones.

The authors also wanted to determine the added value derived from the EMAS implementation. 
The added value was examined via improved environmental and financial performance, risk 
credibility, transparency and reputation, employee motivation and involvement. The main findings 
of the research suggest that the most substantial value added by the implementation of the EMAS 
system is the improved reputation, credibility and transparency derived from the preparation and 
publication of environmental reports, which is a compulsory component of EMAS. Organisations 
also recognized an added value of EMAS by the improved environmental performance pointing 
out that their own environmental awareness had risen due to the implementation of an 
environmental performance measurement and evaluation system. However, EMAS seemed to 
have less or no effect on other aspects such as risk management and employee motivation. 

During the interviews it became obvious that EMAS has little or no influence on the relations with 
stakeholders due to their low awareness of EMAS compared to ISO14001. The feedback received 
by companies in regard to EMAS certification was low or “zero” in most cases. During the EMAS 
implementation phase, most organisations turned to professional consultants whose assistance 
in the process was highly valued and appreciated.

Nowadays the Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) is considered as one of the most 
credible and effective environmental management tools, which adds valuable elements to 
an effective environmental management system and plays an important role in sustainable 
development reinforced by the European Union’s renewed Sustainable Development Strategy (EU 
SDS). EMAS was designed to improve and promote sustainable and responsible environmental 
performance and resource-efficient production. However, it seems that in practice EMAS is not a 
widely used and recognized market tool for the implementation of an environmental management 
system. The low popularity and low awareness of EMAS among stakeholders in case of Estonia 
may partly be explained by the success of its “competitor” ISO14001, which has a certification 
process highly similar with EMAS, but is still less costly and easier in terms of process. The 
low number of EMAS certified companies in Europe confirm that even if EMAS is regarded by 
companies as a way to further successful and sustainable development, the benefits related 
to its implementation do not substantially outweigh the costs. In authors’ opinion costliness 
might also be one of the factors which prevented companies from realizing the constantly 
growing importance and significance of non-financial reporting. Therefore, awareness should 
be raised in this regard so that companies start considering the preparation and publication of 
an environmental report as a vital part of their business strategy, activity and transparency and 
would regard costs, even substantial ones, as the essential investments into their reputation and 
risk-reduced activity.

Based on the results of the research it may be concluded that in case of Estonia the value added 
to organisations by the implementation of EMAS was not very significant. Even though the 
implementation of EMAS brings along numerous positive impacts, it is also considered as time, 
money and effort consuming. Authors believe that more initiatives from the state side are strongly 
required in order to promote EMAS implementation in both, private and public sector. Support is 
also needed in order to increase public awareness of EMAS system, its main benefits and added 
values. It may also be useful to create a national platform among EMAS registered companies to 
share experience, opinions and ways to reduce costs associated with the implementation of the 
system and consider them as a fee to obtain a “social licence to operate”.

Conclusions
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