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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 0969/2005 by Antero Oliveira Resende (Portuguese), on behalf of 
PCP/PEV (‘Coligação Democrática Unitária’), concerning environmental 
pollution in Santa Maria de Feira

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner expresses concern at environmental pollution caused by industrial waste in the 
Portuguese city of Santa Maria de Feira. His numerous attempts to bring the matter to the 
attention of the local and national authorities having been unsuccessful, the petitioner is now 
seeking action by the European Parliament to ensure compliance with EU environmental 
legislation.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 21 February 2006. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 10 June 2008.

The petition draws attention to the pollution caused by the unsupervised disposal of waste 
from industrial units producing iron-based materials, particularly the company of Ferragens 
Cifial (Cifial ironworks) in the ‘Centro Industrial de Ferragens’ of the town of Rio Meão,
municipality of Santa Maria da Feira. It refers in particular to the consequences of this
situation for the protection of groundwater in the area. The petitioner maintains that analyses 
have revealed the presence of several hazardous substances in the water, particularly cadmium 
and nickel, and that the health authority alerted local residents to the danger of using well 
water for human consumption. 
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Under Article 4 of Directive No 75/442/EEC of 15 July 1975 on waste1, codified by Directive 
No 2006/12/EC of 5 April 20062, Member States are to take the necessary measures to ensure 
that waste is recovered or disposed of without endangering human health and without using 
processes or methods which could harm the environment; they must also take the necessary 
measures to prohibit the abandonment, dumping or uncontrolled disposal of waste. Under 
Article 8, the Member States are to take the necessary measures to ensure that any holder of 
waste has it handled by a waste collector or recovers or disposes of it himself.

Under Article 3 of Directive 80/68/EEC of 17 December 1979 on the protection of 
groundwater against pollution caused by certain dangerous substances3, Member States are to
take the necessary steps to prevent the introduction into groundwater of substances in list I of 
the Annex and limit the introduction of substances in list II. The substances in list II include 
cadmium and nickel and substances which have a deleterious effect on the taste and/or odour 
of groundwater and render it unfit for human consumption.

It is clear from the above that the situation described in the petition might jeopardise the 
correct application of the above-mentioned Community legislation, and for that reason the 
Commission is currently requesting clarifications on the situation from the Portuguese 
authorities. The Committee on Petitions will be kept informed about progress on this matter.

4. Commission reply, received on 20 November 2009.

As previously communicated, the Commission asked the Portuguese authorities, under the 
PILOT system for the treatment of complaints (case 171/08/ENVI), for information on the 
treatment of the waste and waste water generated by the industrial units in the locality of Rio 
Meão, in particular by the company ‘Ferragens CIFIAL’.

The Portuguese authorities replied as follows:

The CIFIAL group has three units subject to an environmental licence.

The environmental licences for the ‘Centro Industrial de Ferragens’ and ‘Estabelecimento de 
Fundição da CIFIAL’ impose similar conditions and waste is treated in a similar way. The 
licence lays down technical requirements for stored waste (waterproofing, drainage network, 
safety conditions) and requires waste to be sent to authorised operators for final treatment. 
The licence also states that the operator has to be registered with the electronic national waste 
information system (SIRER) and has to draw up a report on the type, quantity and method of 
treatment of the waste generated by the units. However, waste water is treated differently by 
the two units: waste water from the ‘Centro Industrial de Ferragens’ is discharged into the 
‘Ribeira de Beire’ after treatment for neutralisation, homogenisation, flocculation and 
decantation, while waste water from the ‘Estabelecimento de Fundição’ is sent to the 
treatment plant at the third unit, ‘Estabelecimento de Torneiras da CIFIAL’.

Although the environmental licence sets conditions similar to those described above for this 

                                               
1 OJ L 194, 25.7.1975, p. 39-41.
2 OJ L 114, 27.4.2006, p. 9-21.
3 OJ L 20, 26.1.1980, p. 43-48.
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latter plant (‘Estabelecimento de Torneiras da CIFIAL’), some deficiencies have been found 
as regards the storage tanks for the waste, in particular the lack of a cover and a drainage 
system. For this reason, the operator has had to submit a plan of measures to improve 
protection of the surrounding environment. These measures must be completed by 2010. The 
waste water is treated by neutralisation, homogenisation, flocculation and decantation before 
being discharged into a tributary of the ‘Ribeira de Rio Maior’.

The Portuguese authorities also provided information on inspections of the industrial units in 
the Rio Meão area between 2003 and 2007 and listed the units which were subject to 
infringement proceedings following inspection; none of the units of the CIFIAL Group were 
on this list.

Lastly, the reply also looks at the pollution of groundwater in the area. The Portuguese 
authorities are unaware of any cadmium and nickel in the groundwater of Rio Meão. They 
nevertheless note that abnormal levels of trichloroethylene (TCE) were discovered in the 
area’s aquifers in 2004. The competent authorities concluded, however, that the pollution in 
question could not be attributed to a specific recent source but to the fact that TCE was 
routinely used for a number of years in processes to clean metal components. They asked the 
engineering faculty of Porto university to study the situation and to propose appropriate 
measures to decontaminate the aquifer. The study confirmed that this was a long-standing 
source of pollution in a deep aquifer and recommended making it safe by the TCE oxidation 
technique.

According to the Portuguese authorities, following the above study, a diagnostic survey was 
carried out by taking pump samples which were then chemically analysed by two laboratories. 
A brief hydrogeological survey and an environmental impact study were also carried out, and 
a monitoring plan was drawn up. A pilot decontamination station was also installed in the area 
and has already treated 4 287 m3 of water and decontaminated some 604.8 kg of TCE.

According to the Portuguese authorities, very substantial investment would be needed to 
estimate the total quantity of contaminants in the subsoil. Measures have been taken, 
however, to prevent the dispersion of the pollutant TCE in the aquifer. The highest 
concentrations of TCE recorded are at very deep levels and the pumping under way as part of 
the planned diagnostic and decontamination works will ensure that the pollutant is not 
dispersed in the aquifer. 

On the basis of this information, the Commission considers that the Portuguese authorities 
have taken the measures needed properly to manage and remedy the situation and that there is 
therefore no reason to continue investigation of this case, which has therefore been closed.


