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Introduction and objectives 
The objective of this illustrative study is to examine how environmental policy instruments can integrate ecological protection, social well-being and resource efficiency within a coherent assessment framework. Particular attention is given to the relationship between policy objectives, implementation mechanisms and measurable outcomes. The assessment considers whether combining regulatory requirements with economic incentives and public participation offers advantages over approaches centred primarily on compliance.
Methodology
A comparative assessment framework was developed to examine three hypothetical environmental policy scenarios at the municipal level. The first scenario represents a regulatory approach based on environmental standards, permitting and inspections. The second combines these requirements with economic instruments, including pollution charges and incentives for resource recovery. The third adds public participation, environmental information and coordination between municipal departments. All scenarios address the same environmental pressures and use a common baseline to support comparison.
The assessment covers four dimensions: environmental effectiveness, resource efficiency, social inclusion and implementation feasibility. Environmental effectiveness considers the expected capacity to reduce pollution and protect ecosystems. Resource efficiency addresses waste prevention, material recovery and efficient resource use. Social inclusion considers access to information, opportunities for participation and the distribution of benefits and costs. Implementation feasibility reflects administrative capacity, monitoring requirements and coordination needs.
For demonstration purposes, each dimension was assigned a qualitative score ranging from 1, indicating low performance, to 5, indicating high performance. The scores are hypothetical and illustrate how the framework could be applied; they do not represent observed municipal outcomes. Equal weights were used to calculate an overall mean score. A qualitative sensitivity assessment considered how prioritising implementation feasibility could influence the comparison.
Results and discussion
The illustrative assessment indicates that the regulatory scenario provides a clear basis for compliance but offers fewer mechanisms for encouraging resource efficiency and public participation. Adding economic instruments improves the assumed performance in pollution prevention and material recovery by connecting environmental objectives with financial incentives. The integrated scenario achieves the highest illustrative scores for environmental effectiveness, resource efficiency and social inclusion. However, it also requires greater coordination and monitoring capacity, resulting in a lower implementation feasibility score.
Table 1. Illustrative comparison of hypothetical municipal environmental policy scenarios
	Assessment dimension
	Regulatory approach
	Regulation and economic instruments
	Integrated approach with participation

	Environmental effectiveness
	3
	4
	5

	Resource efficiency
	2
	4
	5

	Social inclusion
	2
	3
	4

	Implementation feasibility
	4
	3
	2

	Overall mean score
	2.75
	3.50
	4.00


Scores are hypothetical: 1 = low performance; 5 = high performance. Overall scores are arithmetic means using equal weights.
The comparison illustrates a potential trade-off between policy ambition and administrative feasibility. A broader combination of instruments can address several environmental and social objectives simultaneously, but its implementation may place additional demands on municipal institutions. Consequently, selecting a policy package requires consideration of available staff, financial resources, data systems and enforcement capacity. A high overall score alone does not establish that a scenario is suitable for every municipality.
The qualitative sensitivity assessment shows why the weighting of criteria should be transparent. Giving greater importance to implementation feasibility would reduce the relative advantage of the integrated scenario and could favour a less administratively demanding approach. 
The framework also highlights the importance of linking broad objectives to measurable indicators. In a practical application, qualitative scores should be supported by evidence such as pollutant loads, waste generation, material recovery rates, participation levels and implementation costs. Baseline conditions, assessment periods and uncertainties would need to be defined consistently. The hypothetical comparison therefore demonstrates the assessment process rather than proving the superiority of a particular policy package.
Conclusions
This illustrative study presents a transparent framework for comparing environmental policy instruments across ecological, resource, social and administrative dimensions. The hypothetical results suggest that integrated approaches may offer broader benefits, while requiring stronger institutional capacity. Environmental policy design should therefore connect ambitious objectives with realistic implementation arrangements and measurable indicators.
The framework could support municipal discussions on policy selection and phased implementation. Future applications should replace the illustrative scores with empirical evidence, involve relevant stakeholders in defining assessment priorities and test the sensitivity of conclusions to alternative weights. Such steps would improve the credibility and practical usefulness of the comparison.
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