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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 0214/2007 by Sonia Ortiga (Spanish), on behalf of 'the European 
Greens', on nitrate pollution of groundwater by outdoor pig-farming

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner complains at serious nitrate pollution of the aquifer in Segovia as a result of 
extensive pig-rearing, which the petitioner claims has already polluted the water in 48 villages 
and could extend to the whole catchment area, causing irreversible environmental damage. 
The petitioner complains that the nitrate directives and the framework directive on water have 
been infringed.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 9 July 2007. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 19 October 2007.

The petition

This petition concerns the pollution of groundwater by nitrates from agricultural sources in the 
province of Segovia, and particularly from pig farming. The petition refers to a study carried on 
in 2006 by the Environmental Department of the Autonomous Community of Castilla y Leon 
which highlighted that the water aquifer appeared to be polluted by nitrates in 48 villages in the 
Province of Segovia. The most intensive pig rearing appears to take place in the area 
corresponding to the aquifer of Los Arenales, affecting several provinces of the Autonomous 
Community, including Segovia, Avila Valladolid, Salamanca and Zamora.
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The petitioner complains that pig farming is causing environmental pollution in the Province of 
Segovia and that the Nitrates Directive (Directive 91/676/EEC)1 and the Water Framework 
Directive (WFD, 2000/60/EC)2 have been infringed.

The Commission’s comments to the petition

The Commission, in its assessment of the implementation of the Nitrates Directive in Spain, 
concluded that its implementation is insufficient in several aspects. Therefore, an infringement 
procedure is currently open against Spain, including in the Autonomous Community of Castilla y 
Leon, for inadequate water monitoring, the insufficient designation of nitrate vulnerable zones 
and non-compliant action programmes.

As indicated by the petitioner, the Autonomous Community of Castilla y Leon designated five 
nitrate vulnerable zones in 1998. On the basis of independent studies, last updated at the end of 
20063, the Commission's conclusion is that the high concentration of nitrates in the groundwater 
in the aquifer of Los Arenales, is due to a significant extent to agricultural activities and 
necessitates that the draining area be designated as a nitrate vulnerable zone.

The above-mentioned studies refer, inter alia, to the report " Informe resumen de los artículos 5 
y 6 de la Directiva Marco del Agua. Demarcación hidrográfica del Duero” (CHD 2005),
indicating that the high pressure from non-point sources in the area had been assessed and that 
the aquifers of Los Arenales, Salamanca and Segovia would not reach the Water Framework 
Directive objectives because of pressure from agriculture.

The Commission is fully committed to pursuing its efforts, including through legal 
procedures, to ensure that the obligations of the nitrates directive are fully implemented in 
Spain as regards water monitoring, the designation of vulnerable zones and the establishment 
of measures to prevent and reduce nitrate pollution from agricultural practices.

As regards groundwater quality standards, the maximum permissible nitrate content in 
groundwater under the Nitrates Directive as well as the 2006 Groundwater Directive4 is 
50 mg/l nitrate. Whilst the water quality objectives of the Water Framework Directive are, as 
a rule, to be achieved by 2015, the directive does not change the objectives and obligations of 
earlier legislation such as the Nitrates Directive.

Conclusions

The Commission's evidence confirms the petitioner's claim that the aquifer of Los Arenales in 
the Autonomous Community of Castilla y Leon is polluted with nitrates and that agriculture is 
likely to be one of the sources of this pollution.

The Commission informed the Spanish Authorities of its position that the area draining into 
                                               
1 OJ L 375, 31.12.1991, p. 1-8.
2 OJ L 327, 22.12.2000, p. 1-73.
3 Study carried on by Alterra consultant on behalf of the Commission within the framework 
contract 07-010401/2005/409860.MAR/B1.
4 Directive 2006/118/EC of 12.12.2006, OJ L372 of 27.12.2006.
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the aquifer of Los Arenales should be designated as a nitrate vulnerable zone in accordance 
with the Nitrates Directive and in the framework of the ongoing infringement procedure 
against Spain. Updated scientific references confirming the need for designation will be 
communicated to the Spanish Authorities in the context of the formal exchanges within the 
legal procedure.

The Commission will keep the Committee on Petitions informed about future developments.

4. Commission reply, received on 10 November 2010.

The Commission, in its assessment of the implementation of the Nitrates Directive (Directive 
91/676/EEC)1 in Spain, concluded that its implementation is insufficient in several aspects. 
Therefore, an infringement procedure is currently open against Spain. However, with regard to 
the Autonomous Community of Castilla y Leon, things have improved since the previous 
Commission communication.
Originally, the Autonomous Community of Castilla y Leon designated five nitrate vulnerable 
zones in 1998. The areas affecting Los Arenales aquifer were not among those designated. 
Pursuant to both legal action, taken by the Commission, and continued contacts with the national 
and regional authorities, the latter updated the designation of vulnerable zones by Decree 
40/2009, published in the Official Journal of the Junta de Castilla y León – BOCYL - of 1 July 
2009. In the same act, codes of good agricultural practice, compliant with the Nitrates Directive, 
were adopted. These codes apply to the designated vulnerable zones. The authorities also 
adopted action programmes for these zones2.
As mentioned previously by the Commission, compliance with the Water Framework 
Directive, (WFD 2000/60/EC)3 is due by 2015 and the above-mentioned recent designations will 
play a fundamental role in the achievement of its ambitious objectives. 

The information in the hands of the Commission confirmed the petitioner's claim that the 
aquifer of Los Arenales in the Autonomous Community of Castilla y Leon was polluted with 
nitrates and that pig rearing and agriculture were one of the main sources of this pollution. 
The Commission informed the Spanish Authorities of its opinion that the area draining into 
the aquifer of Los Arenales should be designated as a nitrate vulnerable zone in accordance 
with the Nitrates Directive and in the framework of the ongoing infringement procedure 
against Spain. Today, the required designation has effectively taken place, the surface of 
designated vulnerable zones has increased in the region from roughly 40 000 ha to more than 
200 000 ha and action programmes and codes of good agricultural practice in the zones 
concerned have been adopted.

                                               
1 OJ L 375, 31.12.1991, p. 1-8
2 Order MAM/2348/2009, of 30 December of the Castilla/Leon Government. 

3 OJ L 327, 22.12.2000, p. 1-73


