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Varnishes and Vehicle Refinishing Products 
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Lead department Department for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs 

Summary of measure The Volatile Organic Compounds in Paints, 
Varnishes and Vehicle Refinishing Products 
Regulations 2005 (“the 2005 Paints Regulations”) 
transposed the requirements of the Paints 
Directive 2004/42/EC into UK law, requiring that 
specified paints, varnishes and vehicle refinishing 
products can only be marketed if they contain less 
than specified amounts of volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs). It also introduced labelling 
requirements for these products. 

Submission type Post-implementation review 

Implementation date  TBC 

Department 
recommendation 

Amend 

RPC reference RPC-DEFRA-25028-PIR(1) 

Opinion type Formal  

Date of issue 04 March 2025 

 

RPC opinion 

Rating1  RPC opinion 
Fit for purpose In its policy assessment, the Department provides 

sufficient support for its recommendation to keep 
the core provisions of the regulation. The 
Department has also considered a sufficient range 
of changes to improve the regulation, taking into 
account proportionality and the impact on small 
businesses.  

  

 
1 The RPC opinion rating is based on whether the evidence in the PIR is sufficiently robust, as set out in the 
better regulation framework, to support the departmental recommendation. RPC ratings are fit for purpose or not 
fit for purpose. 
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RPC summary  

Category Quality2 RPC comments 

Recommendation Green 
 

The PIR presents quantitative analysis of the 
impacts brought about by the Paints 
regulations. The PIR clearly indicates that, 
although the regulations have largely 
succeeded in reducing VOC emissions, 
there are areas that could be improved. The 
Department has considered a sufficient 
range of changes to improve the regulation, 
taking into account proportionality and the 
impact on small businesses. 

Monitoring and 
implementation 

Satisfactory 
 

The PIR’s monitoring approach is 
satisfactory, with the regulation being 
monitored and outcomes released every five 
years. The next report is due on 1st July 
2026. The Department plans to follow the 
EU's lead by eliminating the obligation to 
maintain a complex monitoring system, 
thereby reducing the burden on local 
authorities and businesses. However, the 
Department should consider the impact that 
removing the requirement to monitor would 
have on local authorities' ability to enforce 
the regulation, and the Department’s ability 
to ensure adequate enforcement is being 
carried out. 

Evaluation  Good The PIR outlines the original policy 
objectives to reduce VOC emissions from 
products within scope and summarizes the 
provisions enacted to achieve these 
objectives. The analysis effectively 
evaluates whether these objectives have 
been met. The data analysis supports 
retaining the regulatory intervention on VOC 
emissions. While acknowledging the 
effectiveness of the Paints Regulations, the 
PIR incorporates feedback from industry 
engagement to identify areas for 
improvement, which are factored into the 
recommendation. 

 

  

 
2 The RPC quality ratings are used to indicate the quality and robustness of the evidence used to support 
different analytical areas. The definitions of the RPC quality ratings can be accessed here.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/rpc-launches-new-opinion-templates
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Summary of proposal 

The Volatile Organic Compounds in Paints, Varnishes and Vehicle Refinishing 

Products Regulations 2005 (“the 2005 Paints Regulations”) transposed the 

requirements of the Paints Directive 2004/42/EC into UK law, requiring that specified 

paints, varnishes and vehicle refinishing products can only be marketed if they 

contain less than specified amounts of volatile organic compounds (VOCs). It also 

introduced labelling requirements for these products. 

Minor technical amendments were made to these regulations in 2009 and 2010, 

followed by the 2012 Paints Regulations, which had two purposes: 

• consolidating the 2005 Paints Regulations with the 2009 and 2010 

amendments as a tidying up exercise. To this end, the 2012 Paints 

Regulations revoked the 2005, 2009 and 2010 Regulations, consolidated 

them in one instrument and deleted transitional arrangements for which the 

deadline had passed; and 

• implementing a minor amendment to Schedule 3, substituting new technical 

procedures for testing providing for a cheaper test method to be used. 

The PIR indicates that the Paints Regulations have mostly achieved their goals. 

However, the Department estimates that the costs to businesses have likely been 

higher than the benefits from reduced VOC emissions, as expected in the 2005 IA. 

The PIR recommends keeping the Paints Regulations but suggests improvements, 

especially in addressing non-compliance in the vehicle refinishing sector. 

Recommendation 

The PIR presents quantitative analysis of the impacts brought about by the Paints 

regulations using data from the National Atmospheric Emissions Inventory (NAEI) in 

relation to VOC emissions and from the British Coatings Federation (BCF) in relation 

to costs to businesses and desk-based research by the Department’s officials. 

Industry stakeholders including industry bodies, regulators and enforcement 

authorities and devolved administrations where also engaged during the PIR to 

assess how well the regulations have functioned and options for improving them.  

The PIR clearly indicates that, although the regulations have been largely successful 

in reducing VOC emissions, there are still areas for improvement. Therefore, the 

Department explores ways to reduce the burden on businesses, achieve further 

VOC emissions reductions, decrease non-compliance, and remove other regulatory 

requirements. 

 

Areas of improvement considered by the Department: 

1. VOC limits in the regulation: The PIR reviews the impacts of changing VOC 

limits. The Department found no significant benefits to loosening the limits. 

However, their statement would be strengthened by providing more detail on 
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the research. For tightening the limits, industry feedback indicated that current 

products are at their technical limits, and further tightening would yield 

minimal reductions for high investment. Thus, the Department's decision to 

keep the current limits appears rational. 

 

2. Scope of regulation: The Department considered extending the regulation to 

include coatings for products like aerosol decorative paints and varnishes. 

However, discussions with the BCF revealed that this expansion would result 

in minimal VOC reductions. Consequently, the PIR concluded that expanding 

the regulation was not proportionate due to the limited reduction potential, 

lack of feasible alternatives, and the complexity of defining VOC limits. 

 

3. Enforcement and non-compliance in the vehicle refinishing sector: 

Industry engagement by the Department revealed no compliance issues with 

VOC limits in the decorative paints sector. However, significant non-

compliance was noted in the vehicle refinishing sector, particularly with the 

illegal use of solvent-based basecoats in vehicle repairs. The PIR cites a 

mystery shopper campaign conducted from October 2016 to September 2017, 

which found that approximately 25% of distributors were willing to illegally sell 

solvent-based paints for vehicle repainting. Consequently, the PIR discusses 

the following approaches to address non-compliance: 

 

a. Deregulation of vehicle refinishing products: Given the lack of 

enforcement action against non-compliant paints in the vehicle 

refinishing sector, the Department has considered removing vehicle 

refinishing products from the regulation. However, this was rejected in 

favour of improving enforcement.  

 

b. Improving enforcement by local authority trading standards: The 

Department aims to work with industry and local authorities, including 

through information sessions with local authority trading standards 

officers to increase understanding of regulations, highlight issues of 

non-compliance and encourage action to be taken.  

 

c. Removing exemptions and reforming classifications:  

i. Vintage vehicles and historic buildings: The Department 

recognises that the exemption for vintage vehicles and historic 

buildings is not effective as the Code of Practice from June 2009 

was not adopted by paint sellers. Therefore, the Department 

plans to consult with local authorities and industries on 

withdrawing the Code, making it clear that the exemption is no 

longer valid. 

ii. Excluded vehicles: The Paints Regulations exclude certain 

vehicles like motorcycles, trailers, agricultural vehicles, and off-

road machinery. The Department's engagement exercise 

revealed that these exclusions could complicate enforcement 

when refinishing products can be used on both four-wheeled 

road vehicles and excluded vehicle categories. Therefore, the 
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Department plans to work with regulatory bodies and industry to 

clarify that any vehicle refinishing paint usable on four-wheeled 

road vehicles should fall within the scope of the Paints 

Regulations. 

iii. Issues with vehicle refinishing paint classification: The 

Department notes that the BCF has identified a misclassification 

issue where certain vehicle refinishing paints, like scratch-

resistant clearcoats, are wrongly categorised as 'special finishes' 

instead of topcoats. This misperception leads to less stringent 

VOC limits and the continued use of high solvent paints. To 

address this, the Department plans to continue engaging with 

industry and regulatory bodies. 

iv. Larger industrial sites using solvents: The regulation exempts 

Solvent Emission Directive (SED) Activities, but the PIR notes 

enforcement challenges since some products are used in both 

exempt industrial sites and non-exempt vehicle refinishing. To 

avoid double regulation of SED sites, the Department has 

decided not to take any action. 

 

d. Permitting/licencing of vehicle refinishers: The PIR considers 

changing vehicle refinishing regulations from a seller’s law to a user’s 

law by licensing all vehicle refinishers. This would involve licensing, 

inspections, and enforcement actions for non-compliant paints held by 

refinishers. The Republic of Ireland, which has a similar policy, was 

used as a case study. Engagement with Ireland's Environmental 

Protection Agency indicated the approach has been successful, with 

low use of non-compliant paints. However, due to the potential burden 

on small businesses and local authorities, the Department decided 

against this option. 

The Department has considered a sufficient range of changes to improve the 

regulation, taking into account proportionality and the impact on small businesses. 

Therefore, the recommendation appears to be well thought out and reasonable, to: 

1. retain the core provisions of the regulation; 

2. work with local authority trading standards officers to enhance understanding 

and address non-compliance issues; 

3. engage with industry and regulators to remove exemptions for vintage 

vehicles ; and 

4. make minor amendments to eliminate monitoring and reporting requirements.  
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Monitoring and implementation 

The PIR’s monitoring approach is satisfactory, with the regulation being monitored 

and outcomes released every five years. The next report is due on 1st July 2026. 

Although recent reporting indicates limited monitoring and data collection by local 

authorities, and that local authorities are not routinely collecting data on 

enforcement, the PIR references the EU's decision to remove reporting obligations 

for member states, citing sufficient information gathered. Consequently, the 

Department plans to follow the EU's lead by eliminating the obligation to maintain a 

complex monitoring system, thereby reducing the burden on local authorities and 

businesses. This change will be implemented following a consultation. Despite the 

intention to remove monitoring requirements, the Department remains committed to 

working with local authorities to ensure appropriate enforcement is happening. 

However, the Department should consider the impact removing the requirement to 

monitor would have on local authorities' ability to enforce the regulation, and The 

Department’s ability to ensure adequate enforcement is being carried out. 

 

Evaluation 

Policy objectives considered 

The PIR outlines the original policy objectives to reduce VOC emissions from 

products within scope and summarizes the provisions enacted to achieve these 

objectives. The analysis effectively evaluates whether these objectives have been 

met. 

In its policy assessment, the Department provides sufficient support for its 

recommendation to keep the core provisions of the regulation. The 2005 Paints 

Regulations appear to have realized the policy objectives, with VOC reductions from 

paints estimated at 12 kilotonnes (kT) in 2010 and a total of 364 kT from 2007 to 

2021. These estimates are based on emissions data reported by the BCF, using 

member sales data and industry expert judgment. However, the Department 

acknowledges that standalone emissions data is influenced by factors like population 

changes, housing levels, vehicle use, other regulations, and broader social and 

economic factors. To address this, the Department presents emissions factors to 

provide a more accurate measure of direct impacts, independent of consumption 

changes. 

The Department details their method for developing the counterfactual, which 

appears logical and proportionate. The PIR compares actual emissions and emission 

factors to the counterfactual to estimate the additional emissions reductions 

achieved by the regulation. Additionally, the Department evaluates the impacts 

estimated in the PIR against those in the 2005 Paints Regulations IA, providing 

sufficient explanation for any discrepancies in emission reduction estimates between 

the two.  
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Unintended consequences 

The PIR did not identify any unintended consequences. However, the Department 

notes ongoing non-compliance issues, which are factored into their recommendation. 

Small and micro businesses 

Due to a small sample size of fewer than five companies during their information 

gathering exercise, the Department does not conduct an SMB impact assessment. 

However, they do consider SMB impacts when making recommendations for 

changes to the regulation. 

Intervention required 

The data analysis supports retaining the regulatory intervention on VOC emissions.  

The PIR highlights the uncertainty associated with repealing the legislation, which 

could lead UK manufacturers to revert to using higher solvent paints or importing 

such paints from countries where they are still produced. According to the 

Department, repealing the legislation could result in increased VOC emissions, along 

with associated health and environmental impacts. While acknowledging the 

effectiveness of the Paints Regulations, the PIR incorporates feedback from industry 

engagement to identify areas for improvement, which are factored into the 

recommendation. 

 

Regulatory Policy Committee  

For further information, please contact enquiries@rpc.gov.uk. Follow us on X 

@RPC_Gov_UK, LinkedIn or consult our website www.gov.uk/rpc. To keep informed 

and hear our views on live regulatory issues, subscribe to our blog.  

 

 

mailto:enquiries@rpc.gov.uk
http://twitter.com/rpc_gov_uk
https://www.linkedin.com/company/regulatory-policy-committee
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.uk%2Frpc&data=04%7C01%7CSasha.Reed%40rpc.gov.uk%7C7b68af789b6e4bd8335708d8c39d1416%7Ccbac700502c143ebb497e6492d1b2dd8%7C0%7C0%7C637474426694147795%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=RBnyrQxmIAqHz9YPX7Ja0Vz%2FNdqIoH2PE4AoSmdfEW0%3D&reserved=0
https://rpc.blog.gov.uk/
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