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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Europe is facing a significant water crisis, marked by challenges related to both water
quality and quantity. As climate change increasingly disrupts the water cycle and the
overexploitation of limited water resources continues, the risk of conflicts between users
and territories will intensify without concrete action. In this context, we welcome the
European Commission’s proposal for a new European Water Resilience Strategy.

Public water operators have important responsibilities in building water resilience. In
our recent publication, Resilience in Action, we outline key measures that water
operators can take to strengthen resilience. However, certain challenges cannot be
tackled by water operators alone, as they require multi-stakeholder coordination and
policy coherence across different sectors.

Below, we outline recommendations in seven key areas to address these challenges:

e Long-term planning: There is a crucial need for data-based long-term planning for
guantitative water resource management that integrates climate change effects,
demographic evolution, and economic choices. Data collection and availability
should be improved across Europe.

* The quality-quantity nexus: We call for prioritising pollution prevention measures,
which are also essential to ensure water affordability. This requires the full
implementation of the Water Framework Directive, the Zero Pollution Action Plan,
and the recast Drinking Water Directive, particularly regarding risk management at
the catchment level.

* Valuing water for efficiency: We support water efficiency targets for industry and a
transition to a more sustainable agricultural model. We also support the promotion
of water reuse, while safeguarding minimum ecological flows in rivers. There
remains significant untapped potential to reduce consumption of freshwater
resources in agriculture, and much more could be done to encourage the use of
reclaimed water for industrial and urban purposes.

* Financing water resilience: We advocate for dedicated funding within the MFF to
help close the investment gap in the water sector, especially in territories that are
both economically and environmentally vulnerable. We also call for strengthening
the role of public banks, particularly the EIB, and for better implementation of the
polluter-pays principle. Additionally, we support financing interventions that have
both multi-benefits and a public-good nature through a ring-fenced levy. Finally, we
emphasise the importance of ensuring universal access and affordability of water
services through adequate social support measures or tariff-based solidarity
mechanisms.


https://www.aquapublica.eu/sites/default/files/document/file/APE%20publication%20-%20Resilence%20in%20action.pdf

¢ Integrating land and water planning: We call for better integrating land and
water management, as a condition to reduce both drought and flood risks. We also
advocate for streamlining the governance framework for Nature-based Solutions,
which have the potential to restore the broken water cycle.

* For cost-effective and environmentally-positive technologies: Technology plays
a crucial role in enhancing resilience, but its risks must also be acknowledged. We
need to ensure that new technological solutions are cost-effective and demonstrate
a positive environmental risk-benefit balance before implementation. Finally, we call
for effective tools in the upcoming Preparedness Union Strategy to mitigate security
risks associated with digital system:s.

e Strengthening cooperation for transboundary water management: To reduce
the risk of tensions between territories and countries over shared water bodies,
cooperation mechanisms need to be strengthened. EU-level guidance on the
conditions under which a territory should make water resources available to another
could help facilitate cooperation.
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Introduction

Aqua Publica Europea welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the call for
evidence regarding the European Water Resilience Strategy, as announced by European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen in her political guidelines for the next European
Commission 2024-2029.

Europe is facing a significant water crisis, marked by both water quality and water quantity
issues. This crisis poses severe risks to ecosystems, human health, and security, manifesting
in increasing drought and flood episodes.

Water scarcity also has a profound impact on agriculture and industry, both of which rely
heavily on a stable water supply. It equally poses a serious threat to energy security, as
insufficient water makes hydropower generation and the cooling of nuclear reactors
impossible.

Technologies crucial to Europe’s digital and green transitions, such as microchip
manufacturing, data centres, and hydrogen production, require vast amounts of water,
further straining already limited water resources.

While innovation will play an important role in addressing these challenges, it is important
to acknowledge that there “are no easy technological fixes”, as pointed out in the Water
Framework Directive’s Fitness Check. In addition, some technologies come with intrinsic
environmental side-effects or security risks, as outlined in the EU Foresight System for the
Environment’'s Emerging_environmental and other issues impacting our ability to
achieve a water-resilient Europe by 2050 report.

As climate change is increasingly affecting the water cycle and the overexploitation of
limited water resources continues, the risk of conflicts between users and territories will
intensify without concrete actions.

In this context, we welcome the European Commission’s proposal for a new European
Water Resilience Strategy. As the European association of public water operators, the first
message we want to stress is the need to speed up the implementation of the existing EU
water policy framework, which already offers robust tools to address water challenges in a
way that ensures sustainability, efficiency, and equity. However, there are standing issues
and shortfalls - especially related to governance coherence and preparedness - that need to
be addressed to implement those actions and investments needed to ensure long-term
water resilience.

Water operators are a key actor and have important responsibilities in this framework. For
years, Aqua Publica Europea has promoted cooperation and best practices exchange on
actions that water operators can and must take to increase collective resilience. In our report
Resilience in Action: Public water operators’ strategies to tackle water scarcity and
drought, we outline key measures water operators can and must take, which include:
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e Preparing for the future through water quantity plans that factor in climate and
demographic changes.

e Implementing a range of solutions - from grey to green - to mitigate drought risks, such
as interconnecting networks, reducing leakage, protecting water resources, and
promoting water reuse.

e Contributing to nature-restoration projects that mitigate the impact of both droughts
and floods.

¢ Promoting water saving campaigns towards domestic users, or water stewardship with
large industrial users.

However, certain challenges extend beyond the direct responsibilities of water operators
and require collaboration with other stakeholders and institutions. Against this background,
we take this opportunity to outline a series of recommendations in seven areas to tackle
these challenges collectively through broader collaboration and shared responsibility.

Long-term planning for a sustainable
water future

Data-based long-term quantitative planning is crucial for ensuring sustainability in the
face of climate change and demographic shifts

There is a crucial need for data-based long-term planning for water resource
management that integrates climate change effects and demographic developments. A
thorough quantification of the available resource and overall water usage is therefore
essential for developing a clear picture of the water balance at river basin level. This, in turn,
is a key condition for managing competing water demands sustainably and designing
appropriate resilience interventions, as highlighted in the European Environment Agency’'s
Europe’s State of Water 2024 report (p. 9). Since this data is often lacking or incomplete,
we call on the EU and competent national authorities to establish reliable and comparable
datasets on water balance at the river basin level, which should be easily accessible through
a ‘one-stop-shop’ platform.

A water-related impact assessment needs to integrate industrial policies at all scales,
while drinking water use should be prioritised

To ensure effective decision-making, we also advocate for the integration of a water-related
impact assessment into all new industrial policies through a mandatory ‘water
sustainability check’ to be carried out at all relevant governance levels. This is necessary to
avoid the risk of structural water imbalances in specific territories, as pointed out in the
above-mentioned foresight exercise by DG Environment, or even for Europe as a whole.
Clear prioritisation rules based on participatory governance will be key to increasing
predictability and enabling economic actors to prepare with contingency planning. These
rules should designate drinking water as the highest priority, following ltaly’'s example
(Article 2, Paragraph 1, of Law No. 36/1994).
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The quality-quantity nexus: the need for
preventive approaches

Water quality and quantity are deeply connected, with pollution and scarcity amplifying
each other’s impact

Water quality and quantity are closely intertwined. Polluted water is water that can no
longer be used in many contexts, while water scarcity increases the impact of pollution by
reducing dilution rate. We firmly believe that pollution should be prevented at source
rather than through costly, energy-intensive, and environmentally harmful end-of-pipe
solutions in order to ensure water affordability and the realisation of the right to water
enshrined in SDG6.

We urge stronger implementation of key EU directives and protective measures for water
resources

In this context, we call for a thorough implementation of the Water Framework Directive
and of the Zero Pollution Action Plan. In addition, protective measures of catchment areas
from hazardous substances should be prioritised in compliance with Article 8 of the recast
Drinking Water Directive (see the report of our event Protecting water resources: Time to
act! for best practices and benefits of upstream protection measures).

Enhancing water efficiency across all
societal domains

Achieving water resilience requires collaboration between sectors to promote efficient use

With agriculture and industry together accounting for around three-quarters of Europe’s
water use, strengthening water resilience will require close collaboration between these
sectors, policymakers, and the water sector, along with proactive measures to drive change.
That is why we strongly support water efficiency targets for industry and a shift to a
more sustainable agricultural model with crop choices and irrigation practices that better
take into consideration water availability.

Seizing the untapped potential of water reuse

We also support the promotion of water circularity and water reuse, while safeguarding
minimum ecological flows in rivers. Despite the Water Reuse Regulation, there is still a
significant untapped potential for reducing consumption of freshwater resources in
agriculture: more efforts by institutions are needed to overcome barriers and
misconceptions in this area (see the report of our seminar The value of water(s):
Strategies to reduce impact on freshwater resources).
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In addition, much more could be done to promote reclaimed water for industrial and urban
uses (see the reports of our seminar Tapping_into the Untapped: The Potential of
Reclaimed and Non-Potable Waters to Increase Water Resilience and our workshop
Experiences on Reusing Wastewater for Industrial Applications jointly organised with
the Joint Research Centre). In particular, if a reclaimed water supply system is in place,
industries should be limited in their permits to abstract freshwater.

Investing in water resilience: a condition
for the prosperity and cohesion of Europe

The case for EU dedicated funding to support investments in water resilience

In 2020, the OECD estimated the investment needs in the water sector at €289bn for the
decade 2020-2030 in the EU28. This estimation should however be revised upwards with
the acceleration of climate change and the entry into force of new requirements under the
recast Drinking Water Directive and the recast Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive. As a
result, we advocate for dedicated funding targets in the Multiannual Financial
Framework (MFF) to address the gap in infrastructure investments as well as to support
green and grey solutions that increase our capacities to address droughts and floods. EU
funding support is all the more needed to support regions that are both economically
disadvantaged and water scarce: we need to avoid the risk that water scarcity becomes an
exacerbating factor of uneven economic development across the EU, thus increasing
political tensions. More generally, we call on national and European authorities to promote
economic instruments that foster solidarity among users and across territories.

The role of the EIB should be strengthened

We also call for strengthening the role of public banks, particularly the European
Investment Bank (EIB). Public banks are among the few institutions offering financial
products that align well with the characteristics of water-related investments: typically, long-
term and with low interest rates. There is also usually a strong alignment of mission, as
public banks are mandated to finance infrastructures that are key to socio-economic
development, such as water assets. These projects, which serve the public good, justify the
application of preferential financial conditions. Similarly, public water operators share this
public service mission - they do not seek profit but focus on providing essential services that
benefit society and align with broader policy goals, much like the role of public banks.
Consequently, we call on the EU to expand the financing capacity of the EIB for the water
sector, and promote the diffusion of national good practices, such as the NWB Bank in the
Netherlands, “the sustainable water bank - a bank of and for the public sector”, as their
motto reads.
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Ring-fenced levies and the "beneficiary-pays" principle can help fund water resilience
projects

In addition, interventions that have both multi-benefits and a public-good nature (typically
nature-restoration interventions, but also interventions for water security) should be
financed through a ring-fenced levy. Examples such as the GEMAPI law in France or the
water system levy in the Netherlands should be replicated. Similarly, the application of
approaches such as the “beneficiary-pays” principle, in particular with regard to land
development, would ensure that the economic burden and the increased environmental
vulnerability derived from urban sprawling are at least partly compensated economically.

Implementing the polluter-pays principle can ensure fairer cost distribution and
incentivise cleaner practices

We finally support a better implementation of the polluter-pays principle in the water
sector including, by broadening the Extended Producer Responsibility scheme now
included in the Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive to the Drinking Water Directive, in
order to ensure a fair distribution of costs and to incentivise polluting industries to innovate
and develop greener products. The financial contributions from polluters are currently
inadequate, as pointed out by the European Court of Auditors, with the burden of
depollution disproportionately falling on households, hereby exacerbating water
affordability issues.

Social support measures are needed to ensure universal access without compromising
Investments

We stress the importance of ensuring universal access to water and the affordability of water
services through adequate social support measures (state/regional budgets) or tariff-based
solidarity mechanisms (e.g. water solidarity funds). Measures to ensure solidarity between
users can also be complemented by measures to ensure solidarity between territories,
considering that the cost of providing safe drinking water is highly context-dependent. Such
measures are key to ensure the right to water without compromising the needed
investments, which will ultimately affect the most vulnerable.

Land and water: the need for an
integrated approach

Integrating land management into water planning is crucial for sustainable water use

It is essential to acknowledge that sustainable water management depends on land
management (e.g., urbanisation, urban sprawling, nature restoration). That is why we believe
that long-term planning should factor in an integrated land management approach to
address water issues.
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Nature-based Solutions offer promising, cost-effective approaches to restore the broken
water cycle

Traditional engineering works (such as drinking water storage systems, network
interconnections, etc.) need to be complemented by Nature-based Solutions to fix the
broken water cycle. Nature restoration interventions are among the most promising and
cost-effective long-term approaches to mitigate floods and droughts. In urbanised areas,
sustainable infrastructures such as green roofs and infiltration works can reduce surface
runoff and mitigate the risk of flooding, transforming cities into "sponge cities". However, the
planning, implementation, and financing of Nature-based Solutions require a fine
interaction and consensus between a plurality of stakeholders and public administrations
that would benefit from a clear governance framework.

Payment for ecosystem services can incentivise sustainable agricultural practices

Finally, approaches based on payments for ecosystem services can also foster more
sustainable practices, especially from the agricultural sector, based on cooperation
(examples were presented at our seminar Protecting water resources: Time to act!).

Innovation: seizing the potential while
checking the liabilities

Technological innovation plays a key role in improving water resource management, but
potential risks must be addressed

Technological development plays a crucial role in enhancing resilience by enabling more
efficient and sustainable management, monitoring, and protection of water resources. Many
public water operators are making significant strides in this area, driving innovation and
research. Whilst technological solutions offer many benefits, it is also important to recognise
their potential drawbacks. As the EU Foresight System for the Environment's report
Emerging environmental and other issues impacting our ability to achieve a water-
resilient Europe by 2050 points out, some new technologies can have environmental sides
effects (e.g., brine disposal and energy consumption for desalination), increase affordability
problems and inequality due to their high costs (e.g., advanced treatment for
micropollutants), or increase security risks related to malicious attacks (e.g., digital solutions).

We need to ensure that new technological solutions are cost-effective and offer a positive
environmental risk-benefit balance before implementation. We also call for effective tools
in the upcoming Preparedness Union Strategy to mitigate security risks associated with
digital tools, as water utilities are critical entities vulnerable to malicious attacks. We also call
on national and European institutions to support vocational training and skill development
within the water sector, to ensure that water authorities and operators can source the know-
how and expertise needed to ensure an efficient management and protection against risks.
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Fostering cooperation between territories
based on water solidarity rules

Water management benefits from enhanced cross-border cooperation and solidarity
mechanisms

To reduce the risk of tensions between territories — and even more so between Member
States — that share water bodies, we call on the EU to promote the establishment of
cooperation mechanisms based on clear solidarity rules. These rules should define the
conditions under which a territory should make water resources available to another.

We also call for adequate funding and resources to be allocated to competent authorities to
support capacity-building activities between EU Member States and third countries.

AQUA PUBLICA EUROPEA

Boulevard de lI'impératrice 17/19, 1000 Brussels, Belgium
aquapublica.eu | info@aquapublica.eu | +32.2.518.86.55

Page 7



