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1. This written contribution has been produced in advance of the ENVI Inter-

Parliamentary Committee Meeting. It provides the summary, conclusions 
and recommendations from the House of Lords Report: ‘An Indispensable 
Resource: EU Freshwater Policy’.1 

 
2. Please note that under the conclusions and recommendations, the 

‘chapter’ subheadings refer to the chapter of the report, and ‘paragraph 
XX’ at the end of each conclusion/recommendation refers to where this is 
discussed throughout the report. Information on implementation of water 
policy in the UK is available at paragraphs 35-43 of our report. 

 
Summary 
 
3. Large parts of Europe, including England, are suffering from water stress. 

Increasingly, we cannot take our water resources for granted. Planning 
now for an uncertain future is both necessary and urgent. 

 
4. In the UK and elsewhere in the EU, governments need to act decisively. 

They have to grasp the nettle of allowing the cost of water to rise in areas 
of greater water scarcity. However, if people are to be asked to pay more 
for their water, they need to be made aware of the value of water as a 
resource. They need to be able to recognise the other ecosystem service 
benefits that freshwater bodies provide in their local catchment area and 
hence play their part as stakeholders in defending the conservation of 
local water resources. 

 
5. In 2000, the EU agreed the Water Framework Directive. It was intended to 

guide Member States towards an integrated approach to managing 
water resources, over the period to 2027. At the end of this year, after 
reviewing the Directive’s implementation, the European Commission will 
publish proposals to safeguard the EU’s water resources to 2020. The 
Commission’s “Blueprint” will also take a view of challenges to 2050. 

 
                                             
1 European Union Committee, 33rd Report (2010-12): An Indispensable Resource: EU 
Freshwater Policy (HL Paper 296): 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201012/ldselect/ldeucom/296/296.pdf  

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201012/ldselect/ldeucom/296/296.pdf
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6. On balance, the Directive has been a force for good. We endorse its 
more holistic approach and we think that its ambition is sound. The 
momentum of implementation has built up across EU Member States. The 
Commission needs to ensure that this momentum intensifies, and to step 
up communication of the improvements achieved. The flexibility built into 
the Directive will need to be exploited to meet the challenges posed by 
population growth and climate change. 

 
7. The Directive’s aim—of “good status” for all water bodies by 2027—

cannot effectively be pursued without action on water resource 
availability. In recent years, drought has affected many EU Member 
States, most recently many parts of England. There is little support for EU 
legislation on water scarcity and droughts, but the Blueprint must show the 
critical dependencies between quality and availability. The EU should 
encourage the development of national water scarcity and drought 
management plans. 

 
8. In the UK, at the end of 2011, the Government published a Water White 

Paper which spoke of the need to make changes to protect the 
“precious resource” of water. We welcome the commitment in principle. 
An urgent and radical approach is needed; but setting a date in the mid 
to late 2020s for a new regime for water abstraction fails to demonstrate a 
practical application of this approach. 

 
9. Governments and others must secure the effective engagement of 

stakeholders, including those working at catchment management levels. 
We welcome the UK Government’s support of catchment management 
pilot schemes, to foster local involvement. The Commission should 
promote the catchment level as an important level of governance in the 
Blueprint. Planning for the future of our water resources must draw on the 
strengths of local involvement as well as the impulses of EU and national 
strategy.  

 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Chapter 2: Implementation of EU water legislation 
 
10. In our view, any expectations that changes should be made in the short 

term to the core elements of the Water Framework Directive, such as the 
objectives and timescales, are unrealistic, and unjustified. It is too soon to 
assess overall implementation of the Directive with any degree of 
certainty, though it is clear that Member States are finding it challenging 
to implement. While there seems to be no realistic prospect that Member 
States will secure the Directive’s ambition that all rivers and water bodies 
should have good or high status by 2027, we agree with several witnesses 
that the aspiration to meet the demands of the Directive has already 
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delivered substantial improvement in the management of water 
resources. (paragraph 44) 
 

11. We view the “one out all out” basis for assessing status categories as a 
blunt and rigid method which fails to capture effectively the ecological as 
well as the chemical quality of water. While we do not call for regulatory 
change at this time, we urge the Commission to consider the “one out all 
out” rule specifically in its work on the Blueprint. In the short term, we see 
an urgent need for reporting on progress under the Directive to go 
beyond the “headline measure” of these categories and to show the 
progress made in the individual quality criteria. We call on the Commission 
to develop guidance, through the Common Implementation Strategy, to 
help in the communication of the wider extent of improvements being 
promoted under the WFD that may not be fully reflected in the assigned 
status of water bodies. (paragraph 45) 
 

12. We recommend that the Commission examine the issue of sampling 
methods in some detail with a view to ensuring comparability of 
monitoring regimes across the EU. (paragraph 47) 
 

13. As regards the February 2012 proposal on priority substances, we see a 
need for the UK Government and the Commission to acquire more 
knowledge of the risk posed, principally by the pharmaceutical 
substances being added to the list, and of cost-effective methods of 
reducing this risk before effluent containing the substances requires 
wastewater treatment. These considerations must include the 
pharmaceutical manufacturers, not least because the “polluter pays 
principle” means that they may be called on to contribute to mitigating 
the risk. (paragraph 48) 
 

14. We expect the Government, the Environment Agency, Ofwat and local 
government to act quickly on lessons learnt from the catchment 
management trials, but we see it as incumbent upon the Government 
quickly to develop a more strategic approach to water resource 
management, with a particular view to overcoming reluctance by water 
companies to make capital investment. We note the EA’s new additional 
role in this as the Government’s body in England for advice on climate 
adaptation to organisations in key sectors on the actions needed to build 
resilience to the changes and impacts projected. (paragraph 51) 
 

15. We look to the UK Government, and to the Commission, to ensure that 
Member States take as much away from Common Implementation 
Strategy (CIS) discussions as they bring to them. We urge the Commission 
to do more to assist with implementation and enforcement, including the 
sharing of best practice at all levels of governance and implementation, 
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and to enhance the CIS discussions with non-Governmental input. 
(paragraph 52) 
 

16. We received no conclusive evidence to support the early withdrawal of 
other elements of existing EU water legislation, but expect the Commission 
to pay particular attention to consideration of whether these pieces of 
legislation are still fit for purpose. We see the case in the longer term for 
the integrated approach of the Water Framework Directive increasingly to 
supplant more narrowly focussed legislation. (paragraph 53) 
 

Chapter 3: Challenges to be met by EU water policy towards 2050 
 
17. We consider that the “good status” objective of the Directive cannot 

meaningfully be pursued without effective action on water resource 
availability. We look to the Commission to demonstrate in the Blueprint the 
critical dependencies between the two policy areas. The EU should 
encourage the development of national water scarcity and drought 
management plans (both short- and long-term) to ensure more effective 
use of the EU’s plentiful water supplies. (paragraph 68) 
 

18. We call on the UK Government to accelerate their efforts to deal with the 
problems of water scarcity. Consumption of water, whether by industrial or 
domestic users, must be better adjusted to respect constraints of water 
availability, through abstraction controls and through economic 
instruments. (paragraph 69) 
 

19. We believe that the cost of water will have to rise in areas where other 
measures are not enough to meet the challenges of water scarcity. We 
do not think that fear of higher consumer bills should in itself be a reason 
to avoid metering, but safeguards are required to ensure that those 
unable to pay higher bills are protected. (paragraph 70) 
 

20. We consider that a focus on diffuse pollution from agriculture, though 
important in its own right, has distracted water policy from understanding 
and remedying urban diffuse pollution. We welcome the Government’s 
commitment to develop a strategy for this problem; we call on them to 
work urgently with the Environment Agency and local authorities to deliver 
the strategy once adopted. We urge the Commission to contribute to a 
better understanding of the issue in the Blueprint as well as through its 
other activities. (paragraph 72) 
 

21. We consider that the Commission’s current review needs to look at 
whether the WFD’s overarching strategic objectives have evolved, and 
whether this evolution needs to be recognised as it is implemented in 
future years. In particular, there is a question as to whether the current mix 
of chemical (water quality) and ecological monitoring targets is 



This document is circulated in confidence for Committee use only and should not be 
disclosed. Any misdirected copies should be returned to Aaron Speer, House of Lords, London 
SW1A 0PW. 

 5 of 10 

appropriate. The Commission should highlight this in the Blueprint as an 
urgent issue for discussion. (paragraph 76) 
 

22. Future EU policy will need to be flexible and dynamic in order to respond 
to changing environmental pressures. As we move forward, there will be a 
broader need to consider, at all levels of governance, how a more 
integrated and inclusive land-use planning system could be developed, 
linking closely into water management and reflecting the needs and 
demands of both rural and urban areas.(paragraph 77) 
 

Chapter 4: Governance 
 
23. Catchment management offers a particular opportunity to engage with 

local communities. This, we emphasise, is key. Behaviour will only change 
by linking communities back into their rivers, the surrounding catchments 
and the ecosystem services that the catchment supplies, such as water. 
This will help to address issues such as water consumption and the impact 
of food production on water. We consider that a smaller scale than river 
basins is necessary for effective governance. With few cross-boundary 
issues to address and no corresponding political administrative level, the 
river basin scale in the UK is essentially a reporting device. In order to 
engage local stakeholders in water and land management, the scale has 
to reflect their sense of place. We therefore welcome the evolution of 
local level management solutions. Such novel governance approaches 
are despite, rather than because of, EU policy and we are interested to 
observe that a more local approach happens to a degree elsewhere in 
Europe, but mostly because environmental policy is devolved to lower 
levels of governance. (paragraphs 91 and 92) 
 

24. We welcome the requirement in the National Policy Planning Framework 
for local plans to take account of water management issues, but we call 
on the UK Government to keep under review whether it goes far enough 
to engage local authorities adequately in implementation of the Water 
Framework Directive and whether a duty to co-operate with local 
authorities needs to be placed on water companies to this end. 
(paragraph 94) 
 

25. The EU should recognise that different activities to deliver ecosystem 
services need to be carried out at different geographical scales. It should 
work to develop an understanding around the EU of the emerging 
concept of integrated catchment management, which brings into play a 
much wider set of issues, leads to integration and encourages the 
development of win-wins and (acceptable) trade-offs. The EU is in a good 
position to assist communication between those involved in catchment 
management, identifying and aiding the sharing of best practice. While 
work through the Common Implementation Strategy is welcome, 



This document is circulated in confidence for Committee use only and should not be 
disclosed. Any misdirected copies should be returned to Aaron Speer, House of Lords, London 
SW1A 0PW. 

 6 of 10 

facilitation of links between practitioners could be much improved. We 
recommend that the Commission examines this issue and gives 
consideration to support for remote networking. In its Blueprint, the 
Commission should promote the catchment level, already included in the 
Water Framework Directive in the form of the sub-river basin district, as an 
important level of governance. (paragraphs 98 to 100) 
 

26. Local catchment management schemes have evolved organically as a 
response to a local need. Their success cannot be taken for granted. In 
particular, their leadership, technical capacity and sustainable financing 
must be considered. We are concerned that, where even one of these is 
insufficient, success will be impossible. We therefore urge the Government 
to focus on these areas and we look to see progress on them in the 
forthcoming Water Bill. We agree that Government should not see 
catchment management as a cheap solution but, equally, we consider 
that consumers may need to pick up some of the costs. Innovative 
financing mechanisms, such as regional carbon offsetting, might be 
explored. At the EU level, financing from the European Investment Bank 
should be explored in addition to rural and regional development 
funding. (paragraphs 105 and 106) 
 

Chapter 5: Policy integration 
 
27. Close co-operation between administrative units at EU, national and 

regional levels is necessary, and is the only way to overcome competing 
policy objectives which will prevent effective policy integration at a local 
level. As a prerequisite, the Common Agricultural Policy must be more 
responsive to local needs. (paragraph 113) 
 

28. We re-iterate our view that payments should be made to farmers in 
support of environmental goods including new forestry where 
appropriate. While we acknowledge that the Commission has sought to 
adopt this approach in its proposals on greening the CAP, we consider 
the proposals to be too rigid. Greater flexibility for the establishment of 
greening rules at the national or regional level would give administrations 
the ability to place a greater emphasis on water management in the 
context of agricultural payments and their own water management 
needs. Should such a de-centralised approach to the greening of the 
CAP not be possible, we recommend that, in negotiations on the future of 
the CAP, water management considerations be further integrated into 
the greening provisions, such as the ecological focus areas. We see value 
in a requirement that farmers adopt an integrated resource management 
plan. (paragraphs 116 and 117) 
 

29. We welcome the inclusion of the Water Framework Directive within the 
cross-compliance requirements but, as the policy can only move at the 



This document is circulated in confidence for Committee use only and should not be 
disclosed. Any misdirected copies should be returned to Aaron Speer, House of Lords, London 
SW1A 0PW. 

 7 of 10 

pace of the slowest Member State, we consider it unlikely that this will 
have a significant impact in the short to medium term. We recommend 
that the Commission, Council and European Parliament consider whether 
there are aspects of the Water Framework Directive that could be 
brought within cross-compliance already, such as no unauthorised water 
abstraction or discharge. Such changes are of sufficient importance to be 
included in the basic Regulations for CAP reform, and not left to be 
resolved in implementing legislation. (paragraph 121) 
 

30. We support the proposed risk management toolkit under reform of the 
CAP, but note that more action needs to be taken, through farm advice, 
to encourage take-up of risk management within the agricultural industry. 
(paragraph 122) 
 

31. If farmers are to be asked to take a greater role in managing water 
resources, we consider it essential to strengthen the advice available to 
farmers. We welcome the suggestions made to this effect by the 
Commission in its proposal for the new Rural Development Fund and urge 
Member States, including the UK, to ensure that appropriate funding is 
targeted at this area of Pillar 2. Agricultural advice is welcomed by 
farmers from advisers who are trusted, and are often local and familiar. 
(paragraph 125) 
 

32. Pillar 2 (the rural development Regulation) provides scope to support 
water management and water efficiency in agriculture, including making 
funds available specifically to compensate for costs incurred and income 
foregone as a result of implementation of the Water Framework Directive. 
We urge Member States to support these strands of work as appropriate 
according to regional need, using them ambitiously. (paragraph 129) 
 

33. In the next programming period (2014–20), a new opportunity for 
integrated use of EU funds will be introduced through the Common 
Strategic Framework (CSF). We urge the Government to engage pro-
actively with the Commission, and to work across relevant Departments 
and the UK Administrations to identify how the CSF could be designed 
most effectively. This must include consideration of how it can assist 
effective delivery at the local level of water management solutions. We 
believe that deployment of the funds strategically, as intended by the 
CSF, could be of particular benefit in supporting the catchment-based 
approach to water management, both in rural and urban areas. 
(paragraphs 135 and 136) 
 

34. We recommend an urban dimension working group as part of the 
Common Implementation Strategy. (paragraph 141) 
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35. We were pleased to learn of some of the work being done across the 
Commission on integration of policy but consider that a systematic 
approach is required. As a first step, we recommend that, when 
undertaking impact assessments on new legislation, the Commission 
consider the implications for water management (paragraph 143) 
 

36. We consider that the “polluter pays” principle is not always reflected in 
the modern practice of local water management. While it may have 
merit in some instances, such as avoidance of illegal abstraction for the 
purposes of irrigation, there are times when there is a need to give greater 
consideration to the principle of the “provider is paid”. Adoption of that 
principle could lead to further development of payment for delivery of 
ecosystem services. This concept should, we argue, assist as a tool to 
helping communication with the wider public and understand the 
priorities in any given catchment or river basin. The EU is in a position to 
provide a framework for promoting the concept of payments for 
ecosystem services: at one level by strongly linking the CAP to the 
environment and on a higher plane by adopting, developing and 
promoting the ecosystem services concept within a strategic framework. 
This may ultimately require a re-orientation of the CAP towards a land use 
policy, which incorporates a food production strategy and recognises the 
suite of ecosystem services provided by the land. (paragraphs 152 to 154) 
 

Chapter 6: Innovation and Research 
 
37. We support the principle of the European Innovation Partnership on 

Water. We consider that clarity is required as to how the various initiatives 
in this area—Agricultural and Water European Innovation Partnerships and 
the Climate Change Knowledge and Innovation Community—will work 
together, drawing on relevant funding sources. How this work then feeds 
in to the Common Implementation Strategy on the Water Framework 
Directive, and on down to practitioners, as well as into rural development 
plans also needs clarification. It is vital that best practice developed 
through these initiatives is not only shared amongst but put into practice 
by Member States. We agree that the Water EIP should place strong 
emphasis on urban issues. (paragraphs 161 and 162) 
 

38. Emphasis must be placed on effective engagement of stakeholders, 
including those working at catchment management levels. We re-iterate 
our view that local delivery of innovations is as important as networking at 
the EU level. As with all innovation, the challenge is in the integration and 
appliance of scientific knowledge in close partnership with practitioners in 
the field. (paragraph 164) 
 

39. Connecting people back into their environment and their place in the 
landscape will be important if we are to reduce water consumption. 
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Innovative methods, such as a report card or iphone app, can be used to 
engage the public in their environment. Public information campaigns 
have been shown to be successful and we therefore consider that 
national administrations, including the UK Government, have a 
responsibility to boost public engagement. We see the proposed 
European Innovation Partnership as potentially a very useful forum for 
sharing such ideas on public engagement. (paragraphs 167 and 168) 
 

40. We agree that greater recognition of the amount of water used in the 
products that we consume will be increasingly necessary and urge the 
Commission to consider the role of “virtual” water in EU policy, particularly 
in terms of achieving the objectives of the EU Resource Efficiency 
Roadmap. We acknowledge the difficulties in establishing a methodology 
and agree that further research is required, research which clearly needs 
to be cross-disciplinary, but also recommend that Defra consider policy 
options for ensuring businesses measure their water impact and develop 
specific water strategies to ensure security of their supply chains. Work by 
the Commission and Government must also be linked in to the work of the 
International Standards Organisation to avoid duplication. (paragraph 
172) 
 

41. In order to boost the use of rainwater harvesting, we urge the UK 
Government to consider tax incentives in addition to regulatory and 
voluntary approaches. The Commission could assist by sharing best 
practice on this issue, possibly through the Common Implementation 
Strategy or as a strand of work of the water EIP. (paragraph 174) 
 

42. We support the increased budgetary provision on innovation and 
research as a larger proportion of a smaller overall EU budget; we 
consider there to be a strong case for the proposed Environment and 
Climate Change budget. We welcome the recognition in the proposed 
Horizon 2020 Programme of water-related research. Deployment of this 
funding must be dovetailed with spending under the Environment and 
Climate Change Programme. (paragraph 176) 
 

43. Our knowledge of water-related ecosystems remains inadequate and we 
agree that emphasis must be placed on boosting this knowledge. 
Collecting the right data, from the right places, using the right techniques, 
is essential. This must include the impact of societal response to climate 
change, such as alternative crop development, water demand and 
population change. (paragraph 178) 
 

44. We consider that development of methods for ecosystem service 
assessments at a local scale, tied into an emerging methodology for 
mapping of ecosystem services, would be useful areas for future research. 
Such mapping should inform the choices of technological solutions to be 
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applied, avoiding a “one size fits all” approach to adoption of particular 
innovations. (paragraph 180) 
 

45. We agree that further research into how new forms of local level 
collaboration can most effectively support water management 
throughout the European Union would be helpful in moving towards an 
institutionalisation of the emerging catchment management model. 
(paragraph 181) 
 

46. It is evident that further research is required into the management of 
urban diffuse pollution. We note in particular that further work is required 
on run-off, sediment and wastewater treatment. The pressure on urban 
systems would be reduced if the discharge or discard of chemicals into 
the sewerage system in the first place were to be reduced, and thus 
greater work on this is required. (paragraph 184) 
 

47. We accept that leisure industries, such as golf, must not be ignored in the 
push for greater understanding of new technologies that could reduce 
their water footprint. The Commission should consider such industries in the 
context of its Blueprint. (paragraph 186) 

 
 
18 March 2013 Aaron Speer 

Clerk 
020 7219 4579  
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