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On 20 May 2021,
Aqua Publica Europea and Águas de Gaia, the public
water operator of the city of Vila Nova de Gaia
(Portugal), co-organised the international conference A
Blue New Deal: water's role in a sustainable and
fair future to start a conversation on how an effective
protection of water resources can contribute to build a
green and fair recovery.
In the framework of the EU Green Week, and with the
support of the Portuguese of the Council of the EU,
A Blue New Deal brought together distinguished
speakers to discuss how institutions and stakeholders
can collaborate to ensure a healthy environment and
healthy water resources, as a condition for a
sustainable and equitable development.
Guests were invited to attend both physically at the
water reservoir General Torres and virtually in
partnership with Portuguese media ECO News.

A conversation
with water
decision-makers,
operators,
regulators, NGOs,
civil society

13
speakers

In
Vila Nova de
Gaia
&
Online

What's a
Blue New
Deal?

The blue new deal stems from the simple
fact that water is essential for life and for the
economy [1].
Our societies need water in sufficient
quantity and good quality. Water utilities
strive, in their daily mission, to guarantee
this availability for all. Still, we need to be
aware of the costs of water management,
which need to be distributed fairly across
citizens and different economic uses of
water.
But no action will have even higher costs
that will be borne by the most vulnerable
part of the population: fighting pollution is
also a fight for fairness and equality.

To ensure a sustainable framework for our
society but also for future generations,
efficient use and protection of resources
need to be at the top of the political agenda
to define and fully implement solid policies,
resulting in immense positive impact.
At the same time, the public water sector
has the potential to contribute more
broadly to a thriving society: by contributing
to a circular economy, dynamic innovation
efforts and the creation of green jobs.
Water is key in a thriving economy that is
altogether resilient, healthy, sustainable and
just, leaving no one behind. We need to
recognise it as such.

That’s why we need a deal
Over two sessions, participants, including decision-makers and representatives from civil
society, institutions, regulators and utilities, discussed this idea, and concrete elements to
make water protection a priority.

[1] see: G7 Foreign and Development Ministers’ Meeting conclusions; World Economic Forum Global Risks Report - 2021; United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals

INÊS DOS SANTOS COSTA
SECRETARY OF STATE FOR ENVIRONMENT
GOVERNMENT OF PORTUGAL

We cannot continue
to see this
fundamental service
as a cost that must
be decreased at any
price.

Portuguese Secretary of State for
Environment Inês dos Santos Costa
opened the conference by sharing
insight
on
the
Portuguese
Government’s objective of achieving a
climate transition that leaves no one
behind as the key priority of its
presidency of the Council of the EU.
She further argued that water must be
managed as a common good, excluded
from commodification processes, and
emphasized the role of water
management for a more competitive,
healthier,
and
more
prosperous
country. Beyond the essential need to
guarantee clean and safe water for citi-

zens, she spoke about broader benefits
from
social,
economic
and
environmental perspectives, which
remain generally undervalued, but are
particularly relevant in a changing
climate. Water, as a natural system,
has limits and at the same time it is a
pillar for all the UN sustainable
development goals. This makes it
paramount to value water, develop
integrated
planning
and
raise
awareness on the responsibility to use
water in an efficient and circular way
and to ensure the optimization of
infrastructure and proper cost-recovery.

session 1

Setting the
scene

Sustainable management of water resources
as a pillar of a fair climate transition

BETTINA DÖSER
HEAD OF UNIT ‘CLEAN WATER"
DIRECTORATE-GENERAL ENVIRONMENT, EUROPEAN
COMMISSION
A highlight of the event was the
presentation
by
the
European
Commission’s Bettina Döser of the
newly published EU Action Plan:
“Towards Zero Pollution for Air, Water
and Soil” as part of a review of the
water-related elements that permeate
the EU Green Deal – from circular
economy and chemicals to buildings,
biodiversity and farm to fork.
The objective of the Zero Pollution
Action Plan is to arrive at levels of
pollution that are no longer harmful for
health and ecosystems, by taking a
new integrative approach that brings
together air, water and soil.
Ms. Döser presented the Action Plan’s
structure and key actions aiming to
achieve concrete, visible results.

She also went over the EU funding
instruments and opportunities available
to support the strategy.
She emphasised the relation between
the protection of our environment from
pollution
and
drinking
water,
highlighting that while tap water is
already of high quality, achieving this
result requires high treatment efforts to
repair the damages of pollution.
She closed with an overview of the
Green
Deal’s
multi-level
action:
providing political impetus, raising
awareness
and
supporting
the
realisation that we can all participate
and make choices that improve lives.

Of course the
Green Deal is a
blue deal
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Perspectives
regulators
VERA EIRÒ
ERSAR | WAREG

From the regulators’ perspectives, shared by Vera
Eirò - representing both the Portuguese regulator
ERSAR and the European network WAREG, two
main elements are to be considered together: the
wide diversity and complexity of the water sector
(contexts, market conditions, stakeholders, etc.)
and the fact that, when we speak about water, we
speak about the next generation.
Therefore, a common effort is needed to address
common challenges for the sustainability of the
services in Europe.

ngo
AFONSO DO Ó
ANP | WWF

Starting from the reminder that only 40% of EU
water are considered healthy (Water Framework
Directive), Afonso Do Ó from the environmental
NGO WWF advocated for water policy to be
embedded in sectorial policy, for political
agreements for shared river basins and for the
prioritization and quantification of ecological flows

public
utility
DAN LERT
DEPUTY-MAYOR OF PARIS
EAU DE PARIS
Dan Lert, President of Eau de Paris and DeputyMayor of Paris shared the views of a public utility
which, since its creation in 2010, developed
strategies to improve services to citizens. On top of
its mission to supply safe drinking water through
treatment, Eau de Paris takes upstream action to

Regulators have a key role to play to increase
confidence and foster cooperation. Regulation is
not only about collecting data or helping operators
to do a better job, but there is a need to measure
the impact of interventions for the quality of service.
Data shows that, despite evolution, there is still
room for improvement: we need to ensure adequate
maintenance of infrastructure for now and for the
future; improvement operational efficiency, and
economic and financial sustainability with the
implementation of the polluter-pays principle and
tariffs that reflect the true cost of water.
The water regulator is a
fundamental player that will ensure
the link between all stakeholders:
the existing ones and the future
ones

within ecosystem services prior to water allocations
for different uses.
He listed key instruments to be prioritized to
achieve results in water protection, including
embedding water risk management tools in policy,
providing incentives and regulations for freeing
rivers, and increasing efficiency: wastewater reuse,
reduction of reduction losses, progressive tariffs,
multiple sources integration.
We still lack the crossing of
policies

prevent pollution at the source, thus reducing
treatment needs and costs.
With the goal to reach a third of catchment areas
covered by sustainable agriculture systems, Eau de
Paris collaborates directly with the concerned
farmers and provides tools to support them in their
transition to more sustainable practices. Addressing
the challenge of pollution by creating a fair
relationship between urban and rural actors can
lead to significant benefits for the environment, the
economy and society. Considering this potential for
change, the European Commission validated Eau
de Paris's innovative aid scheme in 2020.
We need dialogue with
farmers
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Q&A

T H E GREEN DEAL P R O P O S E S A R I C H S E T O F I N I T I A T I V E S A ND ACTIONS
F O R A SUSTAINA B L E T R A N S I T I O N , W H A T S H O U L D T H E T O P PRIORITY
A C T ION TO ENSU R E A N E F F E C T I V E P R O T E C T I O N O F W A T E R RESOURCES?

Technology is not a magical remedy. Water pollution and overconsumption are
consequences of our way of life. Changing our practices from the origin is a priority if we
want to protect water resources in the long term. The new CAP must take into account
water resource management issues and EU legislation must allow generalisation and
simplification of payments for environmental services, appropriate to local situations.
There are many regulations in place but most of them need enforcement. River Basin
Management Plans need to include a credible set of measures that are really
implemented. The connectivity goals that the Green Deal proposes needs binding
ambitious targets at national level.

We need good governance to actually implement legislation that exists and measure the
impact of the implementation; more sustainable water practices; circular economy policies.
Sustainable policies are drivers for innovation and development of good practices for the
protection of water resources for today and for tomorrow.

W A T ER IS ESSEN T I A L F O R L I F E , W H A T S H O U L D B E D O N E F O R IT TO
G E T THE POLITI C A L F O C U S T H A T I T D E S E R V E S ?

To address water scarcity we need to change the way we view water. Climate change is
bringing water at the top of the agenda. We need water for electricity generation, for
agriculture, or to cool cities during heat period. The interconnexions between different
issues will bring water into centre stage. We have to support this change of mindset.
Conversations like this one help but they don’t do it all. As we are seeing the direct
necessity of water for all of us, also in the protection against COVID, and considering that
water is very local, it needs to be more in the political agenda be protected for the future.
We need to speak about a water transition first, as something that is relevant to us directly.

We don’t see the services that ecosystems provide. If we don’t see them, it is easier to
come with relief aid, spending billions, when there is a flood or a drought, instead of
preventing disasters when much of these services could buffer us. Because we only see
them when they are lost, it would be crucial to put these services in governance scheme so
that we can see what is invisible.

final word
Bettina Döser closed the session with a sense of urgency as climate change affects water
resources. She argued that we have to stop taking water for granted, but also hope for
building more resilience and sustainability, as the Portuguese Presidency of the Council of
the EU put this topic high on the agenda and the Water Framework Directive provides all
the tools that we need to make progress to bring water bodies to in a better situation.

session 2
Public water services as drivers of the
ecological transformation

setting the
scene
M A R K WEINMEI S T E R
EU COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS
SECRETARY OF STATE EUROPEAN AFFAIRS, HESSEN
(GERMANY)

Water is an
important resource
and its management
calls for further
coordination by
local and regional
authorities across
borders.

To kick-off concrete illustrations of the
role of utilities in the ecological
transformation, Mark Weinmeister,
member of the European Committee of
the Regions and Secretary of State for
European Affairs of the German State
of Hessen, presented the different new
EU water policies and their impact.

motion of drinking water in public
spaces and a change in strategy from
end product control to risk-assessment
based on prevention strategy.

He highlighted the critical role of
regional and local authorities in the
better implementation of water policies
and reminded of the encouragement to
He focused particularly on the new participate in Water Erasmus.
Drinking Water Directive, on which he
was rapporteur for the Committee of He further expressed the view that
measures to protect water resources
the Regions, which gives new
need to be mainstreamed in EU
responsibilities to drinking water policies.
operators, and presented key novelties
including the extended scope to
improve access to water for all; the pro-

outlook
RICARDO CAMPOS
ENERGY AND CLIMATE FORUM

Ricardo Campos, president of the Energy and
Climate Forum broadened the discussion beyond the
water sector and shared an international
perspective, as the Forum gathers civil society
stakeholders from nine countries.
He focused on the growing awareness, especially
amongst young people, of the need to take
responsibility, within this generation, for a
sustainable transition that can face climate change.

He insisted on the interlinkages between water and
energy, and the need to build infrastructure that is
adapted to future challenges.
He ended with a call for action, highlighting the
importance of decision making that is science-driven
and based on cooperation between politics,
businesses, and citizens.
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Water &
Smart City

Public water services as drivers of the
ecological transformation

By managing the whole water cycle, Águas de
Gaia is fully part of a smart city that values
and protects its water resources and
provides services for its citizens. The operator
supplies clean drinking water and sanitation
services that ensure that the water given back
to the Atlantic ocean is safe, taking care of the
coastline. Water is also interconnected with
many climate objectives as the operator is in
the frontline for the decarbonisation targets. A
future-oriented operator, Águas de Gaia is also
proactive toward citizens, through active
communication and increased use of
technology to be a more digital company.

MIGUEL LEMOS RODRIGUES
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
ÁGUAS DE GAIA

Water &
Circular
Economy

www.aguasgaia.pt

Driven by win-win climate action and economic
considerations, HAMBURG WASSER has been
developing circular economy initiatives for many
years with the long-term ambition to reach 100%
energy self-sufficiency, zero emissions,
water reuse and removal of 99% of
microplastics, germs and pharmaceuticals.
As wastewater treatment plants are very energy
consuming, measures to save energy have
important benefits. Other main actions include
the objective to reclaim about 80% of the
phosphorus contained in the sludge incineration
plant; collaboration with local authorities to
manage storm water with a sponge city
approach and develop the Hamburg water cycle
for energy recovery for district heating.

KIM AUGUSTIN
HEAD OF QUALITY AND ENERGY
MANAGEMENT, HAMBURG WASSER

www.hamburgwasser.de
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Water &
Green Jobs

To bridge the skills gap, Scottish Water
contributes to developing skills and creating new
green jobs as part of the overarching purpose to
support a flourishing Scotland. In the Emerging
talent and youth strategy, several programmes
are in place, at all stages of education and
training - digital learning platforms; partnerships
with schools to encourage interest in science,
especially for young women; apprenticeships at
different stages of education with a majority
technical roles. Initiatives are also put in place to
keep
employees
motivated
(training
opportunities, days for volunteering, etc.).
Scottish
Water
also
collaborates
with
partners/suppliers to create a green economy.

PAUL CAMPBELL
HEAD OF LEARNING &
ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT,
SCOTTISH WATER

Water &
Research

www.scottishwater.co.uk

SMAT, the operator of Turin (Italy) commits
significant resources to research dedicated to
finding ways to migrate to a sustainable economy
and build infrastructure resilient to climate
change. In particular, SMAT's 3500m² Research
Centre gathers 80 employees and 7 full time
researchers. Listening to science helps make a
difference: assessing climate change impact on
groundwater helps forecast risks for water
quantity and quality; developing conditions for
water for drinking in space creates knowledge for
contamination
control
systems
and
decontamination in critical facilities, remote areas
or in case of disasters; circular economy
processes for wastewater treatment enable a
more efficient use of resources.

BEATRICE COLORU
RESEARCHER, RESEARCH CENTRE,
SMAT

www.smatorino.it

closing remarks

key
messages
BERNARD VAN NUFFEL
PRESIDENT OF AQUA PUBLICA EUROPEA

Protection of water resources and efficient
management must be a central part of
environmental policy: the EU Green Deal goes in
the right direction

Public water operators are an important support for
local authorities: a reservoir of competence to
address a plurality of environmental issues that go
well beyond water

We need a deal for water as for the environment in
general: the cost of healthy water resources need
to be distributed in a fair way

Public water operators play a key role in moving
towards a green and circular economy, and their
public nature ensures that decisions are always
oriented towards general interest

Effective involvement of different levels of government and stakeholder is essential: local authorities are key to
translate policies into effective action

closing
JOÃO PEDRO MATOS FERNANDES
MINISTER FOR THE ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE ACTION

The Portuguese Minister for Environment and
Climate Action João Pedro Matos Fernandes
welcomed the event’s effort to join the protection of
limited water resources and the importance of water
services that reach our homes. In a changing
climate, increasingly scarce resources must be
used sparingly and taken care of. Portugal has
invested significantly in the quality of water bodies
and coastal waters, in the improvement of
riverbeds, and these efforts have given results. At
the same time, water services have to be
resilient, financially balanced and technically rob-

ust to ensure quality of service for citizens and
environmental sustainability. In its recovery and
resilience plan Portugal commits investments to
support security of access to water where it is more
fragile (Algarve).
The Minister shared the message that the quality of
water should remain as natural as possible –
including rainwater and water bodies – also because
we have to be conscious of the fact that water is life
for all living beings so we must take an ecosystem
perspective. In the end, it is not the resources that
have to adapt to us, it is us who have to adapt to the
resources that nature gives us.

meet our
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