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Overview

• Water challenges

• EU constitutional principles

• EU water legislation and policy

• EU Water Framework Directive

- principles and objectives

- obligations step by step

- time schedule

• Outlook



  

 

Our waters: diversity of uses, 
aspirations and impacts
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Eutrophication of our seas



Diversity of 
regions and 
their waters



EU policy instruments for protection and 
management of water resources

EU Water and 
Environmental Law 

EU Research
Programmes

Financial
Incentives (+/-)

Common Agric. Policy (“cross 
compliance”); EU funding tools;

penalty payments (ECJ);
water pricing linked to 
cost recovery (WFD)



EU Water Policy
Constitutional principles: articles 174, 175 and 176

• high level of protection;
• rational utilisation of natural resources;
• prevention and precautionary principle;
• polluter pays principle;
• damage as a priority to be rectified at source;
• cooperation by EU and Member States with Third 

Countries;
• legislation adopted by European Parliament 

(majority vote) and Council (qualified majority vote) 
as co-legislators (“codecision procedure”)  *);

• right and responsibility of Member States to 
implement, and to finance environmental policy;

• right of Member States to maintain or introduce 
more stringent measures for protection of the 
environment, if compatible with Treaty:

*) limited exceptions, e.g. fiscal provisions.



Diversity of Organisation and Property 
Ownership • Property ownership and 

operation with 
municipalities or 
regional public boards: 
vast majority of 
Member States.

• Property ownership 
with municipalities, 
operation on a 
contractual basis by 
services providers: in 
France (prevailing, but 
also municipalities 
operating themselves; 
also to a limited extent 
in other regions). 

• Property ownership and 
operation through 
private enterprises with 
a monopoly: England 
and Wales (but not   
Scotland and Northern 
Ireland).

European water legislation is  neutral 
on organisation and property 
ownership. Interventions into 
Member States‘ law governing 
property ownership are prohibited by 
article 295 Treaty.



Key elements of EU water policy

 Emission control legislation addressing pollution 
prevention and reduction at the source:                 
Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive (on urban 
discharges; 1991), IPPC Directive (on industrial 
discharges; 1996/2008), Nitrates Directive (on 
pollution from agriculture; 1991);

 Legislation on environmental quality objectives:    
Water Framework Directive (2000); Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive 2008;

 Further elements: Drinking Water Directive 1998, 
Bathing Water Directive 2006; Communications on 
Water Scarcity and Droughts 2007 and on 
Adaptation to Climate Change 2008. 

EU water policy is largely completed; focus is now on implementation.



Water Framework Directive

● covering all waters (rivers, lakes, groundwaters, coastal waters);
● obligation to achieve/maintain good water quality (‘good status’), 

as a rule by 2015;
● ‘good status’ comprehensively defined: for surface waters  in terms 

on biological, physico-chemical and hydromorpho-logical 
parameters; for groundwaters in terms of quantity and chemistry;

● Daughter Directives defining maximum admissible concentrations 
for surface waters (’41 priority substances’) and for groundwaters 
(nitrates, pesticides);

● plans and programmes for achieving good status to be developed 
by 22.12.2009;

● obligation for authorities to involve the public (including 
industries) in development and future updates of plans and 
programmes;

● water pricing: pricing policy for water-related services to be based 
on cost recovery (as from 2010).

... Applicable to all human impacts 
including those subject to regional, 
national or EU support,
And those with a past tradition of 
legal exemptions (e.g. Agriculture, 
mining or hydropower).



Water Framework Directive
Objectives / obligations

Operational objectives
• achieve/maintain good water status: article 4

Management steps to be delivered to achieve the objective
• transposition into national legislation; article 24
• designation of river basins; management and coordination   

set-up across boundaries: article 3
• analysis of pressures and impacts: article 5
• designation of protected areas: article 6
• monitoring system: article 8
• plans and programmes: articles 11 +13
• public participation in developing and reviewing plans and 

programmes: article 14
• system of penalties for non-compliance (‘effective, 

proportionate and dissuasive’): article 23



WFD Implementation Deadlines
A step-by-step transparent process

Formal transposition into national law; Dec 2003
River basin district designation               (2004/2007)


Environmental analysis Dec 2004 


Monitoring programmes operational Dec 2006
Public participation to start at the latest Dec 2006 


Draft river basin management plans Dec 2008


Final river basin management plans Dec 2009


Implementation, assessment, adjustment - 2015 

and further



Objective “Good water status”
Article 4 & annex V

For surface waters defined by 
• biological elements (aquatic flora and invertebrate fauna 

– composition and abundance; fish fauna – composition, 
abundance and age structure);

• physico-chemical elements (from temperature to 
nutrients and heavy metals);

• hydromorphological elements (quantity and dynamics 
of flow; river continuity; connection to groundwaters; 
structure of river bed and riparian zones);

For groundwater defined 
• chemistry (compliance with numerical quality standards; 

no saline or other intrusions); and
• quantity (balance between natural recharge and 

abstractions; no over-abstraction/depletion).



Exemptions 
from environmental objectives

Articles 4(4) to 4(9)

● Limited exemptions set out in the WFD, however 
their use is conditional to compliance with a set of 
obligations;

● extension of deadlines for reasons such as  
disproportionate costs or technical feasibility;

●  less stringent environmental objectives
●  temporary exemptions in case of natural causes or
    force majeure 

In all cases, articles 4(8) and 4(9) apply:
-  environmental objectives in other wates not compromised
-  no derogations from existing legislation such as the Urban Waste 

Water Treatment Directive, the IPPC Directive or the Nitrates 
Directive. Detailed guidance document at 
http://circa.europa.eu/Public/irc/env/wfd/library?l=/framework_directive/guid
ance_documents/documentn20_mars09pdf/_EN_1.0_&a=d



WFD Daughter Directive on 
environmental quality standards 

2008/105/EC

• defining environmental quality standards for 41 
substances with significant risk to or via the aquatic 
environment (aquatic ecotoxicity; human toxicity)

Unit:  μg/l



WFD Daughter Directive on Groundwater 
2006/118/EC

• defining at EU level  'good chemical status' (article 4 
WFD), currently for

    - nitrates        50 mg/l, and
    - pestiides        0.1 μg/l
    (= identical with drinking water quality standards)

• defining upwards trends (= to be reversed under 
article 4 WFD);

• introducing provisions for groundwater protection to 
be implemented in the programme of  measures.



Water Framework Directive 
programme of measures

• Measures for water pricing based on cost recovery;

• Measures for protecting existing and designated future 
drinking water abstractions;

• Introduction of control/permit/authorisation requirements 
for abstractions, impoundment and discharges;

• Prohibition of direct discharges of pollutants into 
groundwater; 

• Measures on diffuse pollution;

• Measures to prevent significant losses of pollutants from 
technical installations, and to prevent/limit accidental 
pollution including that as a consequence of flood events.



Ambitious and legally binding on 
objectives, flexible on tools

• Legally binding and enforceable on environmental 
objectives 

• Flexible on paths/tools to achieve these objectives, 
thus allowing and encouraging innovation 

“Good status”
environmental

objective
Status quo



One coherent management frame 
for all water-related legislation

Birds Protection
Directive

Bathing Water
Directive

Habitats 
Directive

Seveso  
Directive

Pesticides
Legislation

IPPC
Directive

Nitrates
Directive

Urban Waste 
Water Directive

Env.  
Impact 

Assessment 
Directives Sewage Sludge

Directive

Drinking Water
Directive

WFD
objectives

and
programme of 

measures



Water Framework Directive

Applicable 
• in 27 EU Member States
• in Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway, 
   (through integration into annex XX of the European Economic Area Agreement) 

Further, all Danube basin countries have                            
at Ministerial level committed themselves                          
to the principles and objectives of the WFD.



Approach to implementation

Strong focus on prevention of bad implementation
- Common Implementation Strategy (from 2001): platform for 

guidance development, exchange of practices and experiences
- Led by Water Directors from the Commission and Member 

States
- From the start involvement of NGOs and stakeholders

- 25 Guidance documents + policy 
papers, best practice documents

- WISE system http://water.europa.eu  

http://circa.europa.eu/Public/irc/env/wf
d/library 
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Danube basin
cooperation beyond boundaries

19 
Danube 
basin 
countries

DE, CH, 
AT, IT, SI, 
CZ, SK, 
HU, UA, 
HR, BIH, 
SB, MO, 
RO, BG, 
MD, PL, 
AL, FYROM



 Internal Market Legislation
Article 95 Treaty, ex.: Detergents Regulation (EC) 648/2004

● Harmonisation for marketing of 
 detergents / surfactants for 
detergents: biodegradability 
and restrictions/bans on sur-
factants on grounds of bio-
degradability; labelling (art.1);

● Despite scope excluding 
provisions on phosphates, 
obligation for review “on the 
use of phosphates with a view 
to their gradual phase-out or 
restriction to specific 
applications” (article 16);

●  Specific right for Member 
States to maintain or lay down 
national rules concerning the 
use of phosphates in 
detergents (article 14).

Phosphat-free laundry detergents 
marketed in FR.

Source: Survey by Lake Geneva 
Commission (CH+FR)

50% of the phosphate in waste 
water comes from household  
detergents. A ban on such  
phosphates reduces immediately 
the operation costs of phosphate 
removal in waste water treatment 
plants by 50%. 



WFD implementation – first step 
Scoreboard “Performance of Member States on articles 3 and 5” 

(analysis of pressures and impacts; 
cooperation/administration structure)

Details at http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-
framework/implrep2007/index_en.htm
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  Full report 
on state of WFD implementation

presented at two European Water Conferences (March 
2007, April 2009) with participation of  Parliament, 
Member States, NGOs and stakeholders;

• Commission reports on implementation steps due so 
far, including ranking of Member States:
• environmental and economic analysis;
• monitoring programmes;                                                   
        

• Reports available at
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-
framework/implrep2007/index_en.htm

• Full documentation on the 2 conferences including 
presentations and video-streaming available
• 2007 conference: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-
framework/2007conference/index_en.htm
• 2009 conference: http://www.ewc2009.eu/



Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive 
state of play of implementation 

Details at http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-
urbanwaste/implementation/implementationreports_en.htm
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European Court of Justice
… non-compliance can be costly

 
. . . . .

2. Orders the Hellenic Republic to pay to the 
Commission of the European Communities, 
into the account EC own resources, a penalty 
payment of EUR 20 000 for each day of delay 
in implementing the measures necessary to 
comply with the judgement in Case C-45/91 
from delivery of the present judgement until 
the judgement in Case C-45/91 has been 
complied with; 

. . . . .

2. Orders the Kingdom of Spain to pay to the 
Commission of the European Communities, 
into the account European Community own 
resources, a penalty payment of EUR 624 150 
per year and per 1% of bathing areas in 
Spanish inshore waters which have been 
found not to conform to the limit values laid 
down under Directive 76/160 …; 

. . . . .
2. Orders the French Republic to pay to the 
Commission of the European Communities, into 
the account EC own resources’, a penalty payment 
of EUR 57 761 250 for each period of six months 
from delivery of the present judgment at the end of 
which the judgment in Case C-64/88 Commission v 
France has not yet been fully complied with;
3. Orders the French Republic to pay to the 
Commission of the European Communities, into 
the account ‘European Community own 
resources’, a lump sum of EUR 20 000 000;

Cases C-387/97, C-304/02, C-278/01
http://curia.europa.eu/jurisp/cgi-bin/form.pl?lang=en

 



Water stress = ratio between abstractions and available resources. 

Source: Study “Eurowasser”, Kassel University 
http://www.usf.uni-kassel.de/cesr/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=134&Itemid=72

Water stress in Europe: 
situation today

Water stress in Europe:
in the 70s of this century 
(Baseline-A scenario, climate data  
HadCM3)

Water stress now and 2070



The future climate map of Europe ? ?
Climate analoga in 2070

Hadley Centre Model, SRES A2     Hallegatte, Ambrosi, Hourcade (2007)
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Water
quality;
Water
quantity

Eurobarometer 
opinion poll, 
published 
March 2009

Water: The opinion of citizens



Outlook

• EU water legislation provides for ambitious 
environmental objectives, but flexibility on how to 
achieve these; 

• Protection of all waters (rivers, lakes, groundwater, 
coastal and marine waters) across Europe, based on 
comparable principles and objectives.

• One coherent management frame for dealing with all 
aspects of water management, from drinking water 
quality and waste water treatment to flood 
protection or water scarcity.

• Long-term planning basis for technical, financial and 
political decisions, from the regional and national 
level to the EU level. 

• … and a wide scope for environmental auditing.
                            



Further information

Internet: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/index_en.htm

Contact email: env-water@ec.europa.eu



Source (graphics): ÖVGW

Thank you for your attention.
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This contribution reflects the views of the author, and not necessarily those of the European Commission.

”Water is not a 
commercial 
product like 
any other but, 
rather, a 
heritage which 
must be 
protected …“

1st sentence of the 
EU Water Framework 

Directive


