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The role of the water services regulation
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A sustainable management of water resources as a pillar of a fair 
climate transition: the role of the water regulator

Topics to cover:

✓ REGULATOR'S ROLE IN WATER MANAGEMENT

✓ THE PORTUGUESE REGULATOR (REGULATORY MODEL) 

✓ QUALITY OF SERVICE REGULATION  (BENCHMARKING)

✓ QUALITY OF SERVICE ACHIEVEMENTS

✓ CHALLENGES AND FINAL REMARKS
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REGULATOR'S ROLE IN WATER MANAGEMENT 

CONTEXT

• Existing legal framework for the rationalisation of the
sector and the harmonisation of practices and
principles

• There is also a framework for community action in the
field of water policy (sustainability of water services /
principle of cost recovery)

BUT

• Still significant differences between institutional
frameworks and market conditions from country to
country. Need of a joint effort to address common
challenges for the sustainability of these services in the
EU.

WAREG –1st EFRWS 2019
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REGULATOR'S ROLE IN WATER MANAGEMENT 

ADRESSING CHALLENGES: the role of the Regulator (WAREG)

• Exchange practices, information and comparisons of existing water sector regulatory models
and performances of water utilities;

• Organise specialised training, technical assistance and exchange of know-how;

• Promote best-practice and stable regulation of the water sector at European level for WWS

• Promote cooperation activities aimed at analysing the sustainability of the services, adequate
infrastructure investment, proper service quality standards and consumer protection;

• Conduct dialogue with other relevant regional and international organisations.
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REGULATOR'S ROLE IN WATER MANAGEMENT 

Water regulators as key players to:

• Increase confidence in the sector
• Foster institutions’ to cooperate on different levels
• Develop transparent, stable and harmonised frameworks 
• Ensure consumer protection and competition in the markets

WAREG - 1st EFRWS 2019



THE PORTUGUESE REGULATOR 
(REGULATORY MODEL)
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PORTUGUESE WATER and WASTE REGULATOR

1993 1997 2009 2014

Opening of water services to private 
participation (concessions)

Regulates concessions
Regulates all operators

Instituto Regulador de 
Águas e Resíduos (IRAR) –
Institute for the Regulation 
of Water and Solid Waste

Entidade Reguladora dos 
Serviços de Águas e Resíduos 

(ERSAR, IP) – Water and Waste 
Services Regulation Authority

ERSAR as an 
independent 

regulation authority

Re-enforced powers and 
independence

(Law nº 10/2014, 5 march)

2013

Privatisation of the waste 
service state owned 

concessionaires capital

2021

28 years
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Portuguese regulation:

• National level (mainland).

• Regulating all the utilities, regardless of the
governance model (State-owned,
municipal-owned and private).

• Behaviour regulation / Structural regulation.

The size and diversity of the regulated
operators is vast, spanning state owned
companies and numerous municipalities

PORTUGUESE WATER REGULATION

ERSAR

Universe of

355
operators

… State owned and 
municipalities … in 

direct management 
model, by 

delegation or 
concession … 

operating bulk or 
retails systems or 

both

238 water supply entities 

236 wastewater management 

services entities 

257 municipal solid waste 

management entities 

Ten million consumers



QUALITY OF SERVICE REGULATION  
(BENCHMARKING)
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REGULATION OF WATER QUALITY SERVICES: HOW ?
ANNUAL CYCLE

Beginning of the 
cycle

January

Data treatment 
by ERSAR

June to August

Publishing and 
publicising 

November

Data validation 
by ERSAR 
(audits)

May to June 

Data report
by the utilities
March and April

Right-of-reply by 
the utilities

September

Technical guide and files

Individual file

Portal ERSAR

Annual report

Website App ERSAR

Audits
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1997 2004 2009 2016

Regulation of concessions Regulation of all utilities

3rd generation1st generation

2011

2nd generation

20 indicators 16 indicators 14 indicators

QUALITY OF SERVICE ASSESSMENT
Technical guide for the water and waste services quality of service assessment

2021

4th generation

In the 

pipeline
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DRINKING WATER SUPPLY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
3rd GENERATION

Protection of 

user interests
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Service 

provision 

sustainability

Environmental 

sustainability

Accessibility of service for users

AA01 – Service coverage

AA02 – Affordability of the service

Quality of service provided to users

AA03 – Service interruptions

AA04 – Safe water

AA05 – Reply to written suggestions and complaints

Economic sustainability

AA06 – Cost recovery ratio

AA07 – Connection to the service

AA08 – Non-revenue water

Infrastructural sustainability

AA09 – Mains rehabilitation

AA10 – Mains failures

Physical productivity of human resources

AA11 – Adequacy of human resources

Efficient use of environmental resources

AA12 – Real water losses

AA13 – Standardised energy consumption

Efficiency in pollution prevention

AA14 – Proper sludge disposal

Fed by

86 variables
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WASTEWATER MANAGEMENT PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
3rd GENERATION

Protection of 

user interests
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Service 

provision 

sustainability

Environmental 

sustainability

Accessibility of service for users

AR01 – Service coverage through sewerage networks

AR02 – Affordability of the service

Quality of service provided to users

AR03 – Flooding occurrences

AR04 – Reply to written suggestions and complaints

Economic sustainability

AR05 – Cost recovery ratio

AR06 – Connection to the service

Infrastructural sustainability

AR07 – Sewer rehabilitation

AR08 – Sewer collapses

Physical productivity of human resources

AR09 – Adequacy of human resources

Efficient use of environmental resources

AR10 – Standardised energy consumption

Efficiency in pollution prevention

AR11 – Accessibility to the wastewater treatment

AR12 – Control of emergency discharges

AR13 – Compliance with discharge permit 

AR14 – Proper sludge disposal

Fed by

85 variables
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REGULATION OF WATER SERVICES
CHARACTERISATION AND EVALUATION OF THE OPERATOR

Alongside with the individual file for each operator, a section with the main figures associated with the operator is
presented to make a global characterisation
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REGULATION OF WATER SERVICES
BENCHMARKING

▪ For each indicator the operators are ranked and compared with
their peers, organized in different regions and different types of
áreas (rural, urban).

▪ This information allows to easily identify the best performing
operators, those who are above and bellow average, or those
who are within the different reference levels.

▪ Benchmarking is a powerful regulating tool, as it creates an 
artificial competitive environment within the sector, which can 

lead to the improvement of the utilities’ performance.
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REGULATION OF WATER SERVICES

- Quality Stamps and Awards for the best operators in:

- Drinking Water Quality

- Public Water Supply Service

- Urban Wastewater Management Service

- Municipal Waste Management Service

- Efficient Use of Water

➢ Rewards best practices and good behavior of utilities 
towards ERSAR and the consumer

➢ Improves consumer awareness of service quality

➢ Increases public recognition of ERSAR

ERSAR's Water and Waste Service Quality Awards



QUALITY OF SERVICE 
(ACHIEVEMENTS)
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QUALITY OF SERVICE IMPROVEMENT

PUBLIC WATER SUPPLY (KPI`s progress)
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Access to water supply services (1993-2019)

Access to drinking water supply

∆= +15 p.p. 95 98,01
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Real water losses
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2011 2019
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QUALITY OF SERVICE IMPROVEMENT
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Access to wastewater services (1993-2019)

Access to drainage Access to treatment

∆= +56 p.p.

∆= +25 p.p.

WASTEWATER SERVICES (KPI`s progress)
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discharges (%)

Proper sludge disposal (%)
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CHALLENGES AND FINAL REMARKS
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CHALLENGES 

Huge evolution in the past decades but there is still room for improvement:

• Ensuring the adequate maintenance of infrastructures, through
monitoring and incentive programs;

• Improving the "structural efficiency of the sector", in trying to find
the optimal scale of operation;

• Improving the "operation efficiency of the sector", through cost
reduction and increase in productivity;

• Ensuring the economical and financial sustainability of the sector
and an adequate cost recovery policy.

http://rds.yahoo.com/_ylt=A0WTb_ohCMBIEkoBui.JzbkF;_ylu=X3oDMTBqdGFzdWxiBHBvcwMxNQRzZWMDc3IEdnRpZAM-/SIG=1o92l5khh/EXP=1220630945/**http:/images.search.yahoo.com/images/view?back=http://images.search.yahoo.com/search/images?p%3Dlaboratory%26js%3D1%26ni%3D18%26ei%3Dutf-8%26y%3DSearch%26fr%3Dyfp-t-501%26xargs%3D0%26pstart%3D1%26b%3D1&w=500&h=375&imgurl=static.flickr.com/151/362016351_0eda3c72a5.jpg&rurl=http://www.flickr.com/photos/mauricesomers/362016351/&size=72.4kB&name=chemical+waste+Laboratory&p=laboratory&type=JPG&oid=e57d09f64d769860&fusr=maurice+somers&tit=chemical+waste+Laboratory&hurl=http://www.flickr.com/photos/mauricesomers/&no=15&tt=1,676,014&sigr=11l6n5uk3&sigi=11evhsqfa&sigb=13oomobuh&sigh=11b9qi6vd


vera.eiro@ersar.pt

helena.costa@ersar.pt

filipe.ruivo@ersar.pt
paulo.faroleiro@ersar.pt

WATER REGULATORS: WORKING TO 
GUARANTEE ACCESS, CONTINUITY, QUALITY 
AND SUSTAINABILITY OF WATER SERVICES


