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Subject: Petition 1334/2008 by Vasil Kadrinov (Bulgarian), bearing 509 signatures, on 
metal pollution of water and soil in the Bulgarian town of Poibrene

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner complains of the severe metal pollution of soil and drinking water in the 
Bulgarian town of Poibrene.  The petitioner points out that the substances involved are 
arsenic, copper, cadmium and other heavy metals and that they pose a risk to the health and 
welfare of the local inhabitants, particularly children.  The pollution of the agricultural land in 
the area also prevents farmers from earning an acceptable living and the petitioner therefore 
calls on the European Parliament to intervene.  

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 23 February 2009. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 19 June 2009.

The petition describes the pollution of drinking water and soil by heavy metals in the village 
of Poibrene (Panagyurishte Municipality, Pazardzik District, Bulgaria). The petitioner voices 
concerns as regards the impact on health and requests:

- identification of the sources of pollution and the prevention of future pollution;
- recultivation of the polluted land;
- compensation to inhabitants of the village for damage to property or to their health.

The pollution referred to in the petition is, as confirmed by the Bulgarian authorities, caused 
by past industrial activities (mining industry, extraction and processing of copper) by 
enterprises in the catchment of the local river; this river is part of the River Maritsa basin. 
These past activities have led to the contamination of groundwater and surface waters, 
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including those waters used for the drinking water supply of Poibrene.

The applicable EU legislation is:

a)   for drinking water quality -  the Drinking Water Directive1;
b) for quality of the aquatic environment (river and groundwater quality) - the Water 
Framework Directive2 .

As regards soil pollution, there is no EU legislation in force covering the quality of soil or the 
remediation of soil pollution. The Commission proposed in 2006 a Directive establishing a 
framework for the protection of soil and amending Directive 2004/35/EC3. However, 
following the 1st reading in the European Parliament, the Council has so far not decided on a 
Common Position4.

On damage to property or human health, there is no applicable EU legislation providing for 
compensation. 

As regards drinking water quality, the Drinking Water Directive sets out a range of 
obligations:

- quality standards for drinking water supplied to consumers, inter alia for metals addressed 
in the petition (arsenic, copper, cadmium);

- regular monitoring of drinking water quality and the provision of information on drinking 
water quality to consumers;

- in the event of a failure to meet quality standards, measures for the restriction of use, 
information of affected consumers and remedial action.

Following the discovery by monitoring of elevated arsenic values (values of about 20 μg per 
litre against the limit value of 10 μg per litre), the authorities informed consumers, imposed 
restrictions on use (no use for drinking and food preparation), provided drinking water by 
tankers and started planning for alternative water supplies. According to the latest monitoring 
data, the arsenic content of the drinking water has decreased from about 20 μg per litre to 13 
μg per litre; however the value is still 3 μg per litre above the limit value under the Drinking 
Water Directive. Values for the other parameters are in compliance with the Drinking Water 
Directive.

A project providing water from a neighbouring source (complying with the quality standards 
of the Drinking Water Directive) has been developed, procurement and permit procedure 
finalised and government funding ensured. Construction work has already commenced; 
finalisation of the project is, according to information by the Bulgarian authorities, foreseen 
by mid-2009. 

                                               
1 Directive 98/83EC, OJ L330 of 5.12.1998
2 Directive 2000/60/EC, OJ L327 of 22.12.2000
3 COM(2006)232 of 22.9.2006
4 Council press release of 2.12.2007: 
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=PRES/07/286&format=HTML&age
d=0&lg=en&guiLanguage=en
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As regards the quality of the aquatic environment (river and groundwater quality), the 
Bulgarian authorities have, under article 5 of the Water Framework Directive, identified a 
range of waters in the basin of the Maritsa river as currently not meeting environmental 
quality standards (‘at risk of not meeting the environmental objectives’). The currently 
developed plans and programmes under the Water Framework Directive:

will have to provide a comprehensive analysis of occuring water pollution (including 
pollution by metals) and the remediation and prevention measures necessary to achieve the 
environmental objective of ‘good status’ for all waters, as a rule by 2015;
will have to be developed with public participation, with citizens, municipalities, stakeholders 
and NGOs;
are due by 22 December 2009. 

The Commission will carefully scrutinise these plans and programmes to ensure their 
compliance with the directive.

On drinking water quality, there is a legal obligation to provide citizens with drinking water 
complying with the Drinking Water Directive. The measures taken (prohibition of use for 
drinking and food preparation purposes; supply of drinking water by tankers; construction 
works to supply compliant drinking water from a neighbouring source) are in line with 
obligations under article 8 of the Drinking Water Directive;

On the quality of the aquatic environment (river and groundwater quality), it will be the 
obligation of the Bulgarian authorities to set out the necessary measures to remedy the 
situation in the plans and programmess under the Water Framework Directive which are due 
by 22 December 2009. The Commission will carefully scrutinise these plans and 
programmess to verify their compliance with the directive;

On the quality of soil and its contamination by past industrial activities, there is no legal basis 
for the Commission to intervene;

On compensation for damage to property or health risks occurred, there is no legal basis for 
the Commission to intervene. Notwithstanding national legislation of a related nature, the 
Environmental Liability Directive1 specifically excludes from its scope of application damage 
caused by an emission, event or incident that took place before 30 April 2007, as well as all 
'traditional' damages such as personal injury, economic loss and damage to property. The 
petitioners would, therefore, have to refer to the responsible Bulgarian Courts and bodies.

The issue of water pollution at Poibrene has also been the subject of written questions E-
6420/07 and E-4187/08 by Mrs de Groen-Kouwenhoven MEP and Mrs Kallenbach MEP.

                                               
1 Directive 2004/35/CE, OJ L143 of 30.4.2004


