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Urban waste water  

European Parliament resolution on the implementation of Directive 91/271/EEC on urban 
waste-water treatment (2000/2318(INI)) 

 
The European Parliament, 

– having regard to Article 175(1) of the EC Treaty, 
 
– having regard to Council Directive 91/271/EEC of 21 May 1991 on urban waste-water 

treatment ('the Urban Waste Water Directive')1, 
 
– having regard to Council Directive 76/160/EEC of 8 December 1975 on the quality of 

bathing water ('the Bathing Water Directive')2, 
 
– having regard to European Parliament and Council Directive 2000/60/EC of 23 October 

2000 on the framework for Community action in the field of water policy ('the Water 
Framework Directive')3, 

 
– having regard to Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of 

natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora ('the Habitats Directive')4, 
 
– having regard to Council Directive 79/409/EEC of 2 April 1979 on the conservation of 

wild birds ('the Birds Directive')5, 
 
– having regard to Council Directive 80/778/EEC of 15 July 1980 on the quality of water 

intended for human consumption6, amended by Directive 98/83/EC7, 
 
– having regard to Council Directive 91/676/EEC of 12 December 1991 on the protection 

of waters against pollution caused by nitrates from agricultural sources8, 
 
– having regard to the draft Commission report on the implementation of Directive 

91/271/EEC, forwarded to Parliament at the end of 2001, 
 
– having regard to Rule 163 of its Rules of Procedure, 
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– having regard to the report of the Committee on the Environment, Public Health and 
Consumer Policy (A5-0459/2001), 

 
A. whereas the urban waste water Directive, when implemented, has led to significant 

improvements in the water quality of many European rivers, lakes and coastal waters, 
 
B. whereas pollution due to non-existent or inadequate treatment of the waste water in one 

Member State has repercussions on the quality of bathing water and sources of drinking 
water at national level and on the quality of water in other Member States; whereas in 
order to achieve the objectives set out in Directive 91/271/EEC Community action is 
needed in all the Member States, 

 
C. whereas a delay in compliance with the legislative, regulatory and administrative 

provisions of the Directive in one Member State has adverse effects on the others, causing 
a deterioration in the quality of water as a whole, 

 
D. whereas there are major shortcomings in the implementation of the urban waste water 

Directive due to the failure of Member States to enforce the more than ten year-old 
Directive; whereas the urban waste water Directive is a cornerstone of European water 
legislation,  

 
E. whereas the failure by certain Member States to implement the directive on urban waste 

water is not an isolated incident, since the European Court of Justice has already found 
nine Member States guilty of failing to comply with Community water legislation, in 42 
cases relating to 17 directives,  

 
F. whereas, in 1998, many agglomerations with more than 150 000 population equivalents 

discharged all their waste water into the environment without any treatment and too many 
discharged a large part of their waste water without any, or with inadequate treatment,  

 
G. whereas over 100 large agglomerations did not provide the Commission with complete 

information, 
 
H. whereas several Member States have been restrictive and unhurried in their designation of 

sensitive areas and have not taken due account of the fact that discharged waste water 
migrates and contributes to an increase in the pollution level of downstream waters, 
which leads to an underestimation of the impact of waste water and the treatment targets 
needed to minimise it, 

 
I. whereas most Member States have been slow in reporting on implementation to the 

Commission, whilst some Member States have provided no or insufficient data to the 
Commission on the situation in their respective countries, thereby making a proper 
assessment impossible, 

 
J. whereas the fact that Member States have not supplied the data and hence have not 

published the reports on the quality of their water, constitutes an infringement of citizens’ 
right to environmental information,  

 
K. whereas the Environment Committee has had to work with these scarce data, a scarcity 

which is to be attributed both to the lack of diligence on the part of the Member States 



and to the Commission, and this lack of data has had an impact on the conclusions of this 
own-initiative report, 

 
1. Underlines the importance of the legally binding timetable of the urban waste water 

Directive and stresses the importance of ensuring that the, in some cases, already 
considerable delay of the Member States in implementing the Directive is not further 
added to; underlines that it is the responsibility of Member States to transpose the rules of 
the urban waste water directive into national law and thereafter enforce and apply them in 
practice; 

 
2. Underlines that several Member States have been restrictive and unhurried in their 

designation of sensitive areas, underestimating the impact of waste water and the 
treatment targets to minimise it in accordance with the Directive; 

 
3. Calls on the Commission to admonish without delay those Member States which have 

failed in their duty to notify the Commission and to ensure that they submit the relevant 
information promptly; 

 
4. Urges the Commission to initiate infringement procedures in cases where criteria for 

designating sensitive areas have not been respected or have been ignored and to make 
sure that it also takes legal steps in the event of non-communication of information by the 
Member States; 

 
5. Calls on the Member States which have not yet designated sensitive areas to provide the 

Commission, without delay, with comprehensive information on the implementation of 
the Directive in order to make a full assessment of the situation in the Community 
possible;  

 
6. Calls on the Commission to submit as soon as possible a fresh report on the 

implementation of the Directive by the Member States with reference to the third deadline 
which has now also expired and which has not yet been analysed; with regard to the first 
report, asks the Commission to make additional efforts to complete and update the data 
presented; 

 
7. Considers it scandalous that the Member States generally fulfil their obligations to 

provide information so inadequately that even in 2001 it is not possible to verify 
compliance with the first deadline (the end of 1998), and calls on the dilatory Member 
States to fulfil immediately all information obligations imposed under the directive, 
particularly in view of the fact that the deadline for the second stage (the end of 2000) has 
also in the meantime expired without any worthwhile information having been made 
available; 

 
8. Calls on the Commission to continue, without hesitation, to use appropriate legal 

enforcement means within its powers to ensure proper implementation of the waste water 
Directive and follow-up whenever it detects a breach of the obligations of the Member 
States; 

 
9. Calls on the Commission to produce an account, in a clear and comprehensive format, of 

ongoing European Court of Justice cases on a country-by-country basis as well as on a 



directive-by-directive basis, and to make this information available to the general public 
on the Internet, as soon as it is available; 

 
10. Acknowledges the efforts made by the Commission to ensure that the directive is 

transposed and, unlike in the past, to enforce transposition thereof; 
 
11. Notes the Commission's initiative to link the granting of financial aid to stringent 

compliance with the urban waste water Directive; underlines, however, that such an 
initiative should not come into contradiction with the protection of the environment by 
jeopardising the investments necessary to achieve this objective, and thereby penalising 
the communities concerned; 

 
12. Calls on the Commission to make more internal resources available for transposing the 

directive; 
 
13. Welcomes the Commission's initiative to organise a 'name, fame and shame' seminar on 

the implementation of the urban waste water Directive; believes that this seminar could 
serve as an example for pinpointing problems and improving implementation of other 
selected environmental directives; calls on the Commission therefore to organise on a 
regular basis, together with the European Parliament, further seminars on directives with 
bad implementation records; 

 
14. Calls on the Commission, with the support of the European Environment Agency, to 

improve the gathering of data and information on the pressure, situation and trends in the 
different basins and to draw up assessments and forecasts of the environmental 
improvements in them which will result from the gradual and comprehensive application 
of the Directive; asks the Commission to take concrete measures to help candidate 
countries with the future implementation of the urban waste water directive; 

 
15. Calls on the Commission to carry out a thorough, detailed study in the Member States of 

the circumstances which are responsible for the high degree of non-compliance with the 
directive, so as to provide a better understanding of the exact causes of this situation; 

 
16. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and Commission and the 

parliaments of the Member States. 
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