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WATER PROTECTION AND MANAGEMENT

Water is essential for human, animal and plant life and for the economy. Its protection
and management transcend national boundaries. The EU’s water policy plays a
crucial role in safeguarding the environment in the EU. There are laws designed
to preserve water sources and both freshwater and marine ecosystems, and to
guarantee the cleanliness of drinking and bathing water. The EU Water Framework
Directive (WFD) establishes a legal framework to protect and restore clean water in
the EU and to ensure its long-term sustainable use.

LEGAL BASIS

Articles 191 to 193 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU).

GENERAL BACKGROUND

Water is not just a commercial product, but also a common good and a limited resource
that needs to be protected and used in a sustainable way, in terms of both quality
and quantity. It is, however, under pressure from various sectors, such as agriculture,
industry, tourism, transport and energy. In 2012, the Commission launched the Blueprint
to Safeguard Europe’s Water Resources, a long-term strategy that aims to ensure
the availability of a sufficient level of quality water for all legitimate uses by better
implementing current EU water policy, integrating water policy objectives into other
policy areas and filling gaps in the current framework. It envisages the establishment
by the Member States of water accounts and water efficiency targets, as well as the
development of EU standards for water reuse.

OBJECTIVES AND ACHIEVEMENTS

EU policy has established two main legal frameworks for the protection and
management of our freshwater and marine resources in an ecosystem-based, holistic
approach: the Water Framework Directive (WFD) and the Marine Strategy Framework
Directive (MSFD).
A. Water Framework Directive and specific supporting water directives
The EU Water Framework Directive establishes a framework for the protection of inland
surface waters, transitional waters, coastal waters and groundwater. It aims to prevent
and reduce pollution, promote sustainable water use, protect and improve the aquatic
environment and mitigate the effects of floods and droughts. The overall objective
is to achieve good environmental status for all waters. Member States are therefore
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requested to draw up river basin management plans based on natural geographical
river basins, as well as specific programmes of measures to achieve the objectives.
A 2019 evaluation of the WFD concluded that it is broadly fit for purpose, but that
its implementation needs to be sped up. As a result, in June 2020, the Commission
announced that the WFD would not be changed, and it would instead focus on
implementing and enforcing the current directive.
The WFD is supported by more targeted directives, i.e. the Groundwater Directive, the
Drinking Water Directive, the Bathing Water Directive, the Nitrates Directive, the Urban
Waste Water Treatment Directive, the Environmental Quality Standards Directive and
the Floods Directive.
The directive on the protection of groundwater against pollution and deterioration
provides for specific criteria for the assessment of good chemical status, the
identification of significant and sustained upward trends and the definition of starting
points for trend reversals. All threshold values for pollutants (with the exception of
nitrates and pesticides, for which the limits are set by specific EU legislation) are set
by the Member States.
In October 2022, the Commission presented a proposal amending the framework for
Community action in the field of water policy and the directives on the protection of
groundwater against pollution and deterioration and on environmental quality standards
in the field of water policy. The proposal also included a suggestion to update the listings
of contaminants in both surface water and groundwater.
The revised Drinking Water Directive of 2020 defines essential quality standards
for water intended for human consumption. It requires Member States to regularly
monitor the quality of water by using a ‘sampling points’ method. Member States
can include additional requirements specific to their territory but only if this leads to
setting higher standards. The directive also requires the provision of regular information
to consumers. Furthermore, the quality of drinking water has to be reported to the
Commission every three years. The revised directive was proposed by the Commission
in February 2018, in response to the European Citizens’ Initiative ‘Right2Water’,
replacing the previous directive of 1998. The revised directive updates existing
safety standards and improves access to safe drinking water along the lines of the
latest recommendations of the World Health Organization. It furthermore increases
transparency for consumers on the quality and supply of drinking water, thereby helping
to reduce the number of plastic bottles through increased confidence in tap water. EU-
wide risk-based water safety assessments help identify and address possible risks to
water sources at the distribution level.
The Bathing Water Directive aims to enhance public health and environmental
protection by laying down provisions for the monitoring and classification (in four
categories) of bathing water and informing the public about it. During bathing season,
Member States have to take samples of bathing water and assess the concentration
of at least two specific bacteria once a month at each bathing water site. They have to
inform the public through ‘bathing water profiles’ containing, for instance, information
on the kind of pollution and sources that affect the quality of the bathing water. There
is a standard symbol for informing the public about the bathing water classification and
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any bathing prohibition. A summary report on the quality of bathing water is published
annually by the Commission and the European Environment Agency.
The Environmental Quality Standards Directive establishes limits on concentrations of
33 priority substances presenting a significant risk to, or via, the aquatic environment
at EU level and eight other pollutants in surface waters. In the 2013 review, 12 new
substances were added to the existing list and an obligation was introduced for the
Commission to establish an additional list of substances to be monitored in all Member
States to support future reviews of the priority substances list. The October 2022
Commission proposal provides for the addition of 23 individual substances to the list of
priority substances for surface waters, including pesticides such as glyphosate, some
pharmaceuticals (painkillers, anti-inflammatory drugs and antibiotics), Bisphenol A, and
a group of 24 per-and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS).
The Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive aims to protect the environment from
the adverse effects of urban waste water discharges and discharges from industry.
The directive sets minimum standards and timetables for the collection, treatment and
discharge of urban waste water, introduces controls on the disposal of sewage sludge,
and requires the dumping of sewage sludge at sea to be phased out. In line with other
European Green Deal policies aimed at reducing pollution to net zero by 2050, the
Commission adopted its proposal for a revised directive in October 2022
The Nitrates Directive aims to protect waters from nitrates from agricultural sources. A
complementary regulation requires Member States to send a report to the Commission
every four years, providing details of codes of good agricultural practice, designated
nitrate vulnerable zones, water monitoring and a summary of action programmes.
Both the directive and the regulation aim to safeguard drinking water and prevent
damage from eutrophication. In October 2021, the Commission published its latest
implementation report, in which it warned that nitrates are still causing harmful pollution
to water in the EU, and that excessive fertilisation remains a problem in many parts
of the Union.
The EU Floods Directive aims to reduce and manage the risks posed by floods to
human health, the environment, infrastructure and property. It requires Member States
to carry out preliminary assessments to identify the river basins and associated coastal
areas at risk and then prepare flood risk maps and management plans focused on
prevention, protection and preparedness. All of these tasks are to be carried out in
accordance with the WFD and the river basin management plans set out therein.
B. EU coastal and marine policy
The Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) is the environmental pillar of the
EU’s Integrated Maritime Policy (IMP), which was set up with a view to enhancing
the sustainable development of its maritime economy while better protecting its
marine environment. The objective of the MSFD was to reach ‘good environmental
status’ (GES) of the EU’s marine waters by 2020, to continue its protection and
preservation, and to prevent subsequent deterioration. It establishes European marine
regions (the Baltic Sea, the North-east Atlantic Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea and the
Black Sea) and sub-regions within the geographical boundaries of the existing Regional
Sea Conventions. In order to achieve GES by 2020, Member States had to develop
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ecosystem-based strategies for their marine waters, to be reviewed every six years. A
regulation on Integrated Coastal Zone Management, moreover, defines the principles of
sound coastal planning and management to be taken into account by Member States.
The Commission adopted a report on the first implementation cycle of the Marine
Strategy Framework Directive in June 2020. The new EU biodiversity strategy for
2030 (adopted in May 2020) aims to further strengthen the protection of marine
ecosystems, including through the expansion of protected areas and the establishment
of strictly protected areas for habitats and fish stocks recovery.
The Erika oil spill disaster of 1999 prompted the EU to strengthen its role in the field of
maritime safety and marine pollution with the establishment of the European Maritime
Safety Agency, responsible, among other tasks, for the prevention of, and response
to, pollution caused by ships, as well as response to marine pollution caused by oil
and gas installations. A 2005 directive on ship-source pollution and the introduction of
penalties for infringements and its 2009 update aim to ensure that those responsible
for polluting discharges at sea are subject to effective and dissuasive penalties, which
may be criminal or administrative. The discharge of polluting substances from ships is
to be regarded as a criminal offence if it is intentional, carried out recklessly or arises
from serious negligence, and results in the serious deterioration of water quality.
C. International agreements on regional waters
The protection of marine waters in Europe is governed by four international
cooperation structures, known as Regional Sea Conventions, between the Member
States and neighbouring countries sharing common waters: the OSPAR Convention
of 1992 (based on the earlier Oslo and Paris conventions) for the North-East
Atlantic; the Helsinki Convention (HELCOM) of 1992 on the Baltic Sea Area; the
Barcelona Convention (UNEP-MAP) of 1995 for the Mediterranean; and the Bucharest
Convention of 1992 for the Black Sea. EU river waters are protected by international
conventions, such as the 1992 Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary
Watercourses and International Lakes (Water Convention), the 1996 Danube River
Protection Convention, the 1999 Convention on the Protection of the Oder against
Pollution and the 1999 Convention for the Protection of the Rhine. Interregional
environmental cooperation focused on marine waters or river basins has led to the
creation of several macro-regional strategies in the EU: the 2009 Baltic Sea region
strategy (the first comprehensive EU strategy designed for a macro-region); the 2011
strategy for the Danube Region, and the 2014 strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian
region.

ROLE OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

The first ever European Citizens’ Initiative, ‘Right2Water’ (2013), urged the EU
institutions and the Member States to ensure that all citizens enjoy the right to water
and sanitation, that water supply and the management of water resources are not
subject to internal market rules, and that water services are excluded from liberalisation
measures. In 2015, in response to this European Citizens’ Initiative, Parliament, by a
large majority, called on the Commission to come forward with legislation implementing
the human right to water and sanitation as recognised by the United Nations, and,
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if appropriate, a revision of the WFD that would recognise universal access and the
human right to water.
Underlining the necessary transition to a circular economy, Parliament supported plans
to promote water reuse for agricultural irrigation. In a similar spirit, it endorsed plans to
improve the quality of tap water so as to reduce the use of plastic bottles.
Parliament attaches great importance to tackling water pollution and is pushing to
enhance- water quality standards in the EU. The revised Drinking Water Directive,
adopted by Parliament on 15 December 2020, entered in force on 12 January 2021,
giving Member States two years to transpose it into their national laws.
In its 2018 resolution on international ocean governance, Parliament ‘emphasises
that creating a sustainable maritime economy and reducing pressures on the marine
environment require action on climate change, land-based pollution reaching the seas
and oceans, marine pollution and eutrophication, on the preservation, conservation and
restoration of marine ecosystems and biodiversity, and on the sustainable use of marine
resources’. In this context, it ‘urges the Commission to support international efforts to
protect marine biodiversity, in particular in the framework of the ongoing negotiations
for a new legally binding instrument for the conservation and sustainable use of marine
biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction’ and ‘calls on the Commission to
propose more stringent legislation in order to preserve and ensure sustainable uses of
marine biodiversity in areas under the jurisdiction of the Member States’.
In its resolution of 25 March 2021 on marine litter, Parliament drew attention to the
impact of marine litter on the marine ecosystem, the fisheries industry and consumers,
and called for more restrictions on single-use plastics and the use of specially designed,
sustainable materials for fishing gear.
The new EU biodiversity strategy for 2030 (adopted by the Commission in May 2020)
aims to further strengthen the protection of marine ecosystems. This topic also
figured prominently in the 15th meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP15) to
the Convention on Biological Diversity, which was concluded in December 2022 in
Montreal, Canada.
For more information on this topic, please see the website of the Committee on the
Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI).

Maria-Mirela Curmei / Christian Kurrer
10/2023

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2020/2184/oj
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2417
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0004
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0096_EN.html
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/strategy/biodiversity-strategy-2030_en
https://www.un.org/en/food-systems-summit-2021-en/un-biodiversity-conference
https://www.cbd.int/meetings/COP-15
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/envi/home/highlights
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/envi/home/highlights

	Water protection and management
	Legal basis
	General Background
	Objectives and achievements
	Role of the European Parliament


