
The Missing
Priority

Water in the 2028 - 2034 MFF



The 2028–2034 MFF is the EU's principal instrument for turning policy commitments into
funded action. For water, the gap between commitment and action is wide. The Water
Resilience Strategy was adopted in June 2025. The MFF was published shortly after. The two
do not align. The Strategy identifies an annual investment gap of €23 billion in the water
sector. The MFF contains no dedicated water allocation, no binding water expenditure target,
and no mechanism to ensure water infrastructure is prioritised when Member States design
their investment plans.

This is not a minor technical omission. Water infrastructure underpins the EU's industrial
competitiveness, food security, public health, and territorial cohesion. It is legally classified as
critical infrastructure under the CER Directive. It carries binding obligations under the recast
Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive – obligations that require major capital investment in
treatment technology, energy systems, and digital infrastructure between now and 2045. The
MFF must be the primary vehicle through which that investment is supported and de-risked.
At present, it is not designed to do so.

Both pillars of the MFF – the National and Regional Partnership Plans Fund and the European
Competitiveness Fund – make promising openings on water. Article 3 of the NRP Fund names
water management as a priority. The ECF's Clean Transition window lists water efficiency and
water resilience as fundable activities. But in both instruments, water disappears once the
architecture of allocation, tracking, and governance takes effect. There is no minimum spend
floor, no binding coefficient, no guaranteed place in work programmes, and no recognised
role for the water operators who will ultimately implement what EU law requires.

APE's position paper identifies seven areas where targeted, realistic changes to the MFF's
legal texts would close this gap. None requires a redesign of the MFF architecture. Together
they would ensure that water is not merely mentioned at the beginning of this MFF, but
remains a funded priority throughout its seven-year cycle.

Executive Summary
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100% climate coefficient for water resilience infrastructure in the delegated act
under Art. 4(4) of the Performance Framework Regulation.
100% social objective recognition for investments in access to water and sanitation
services, consistent with the European Pillar of Social Rights and the human right to
water, on equal terms with the 14% social spending floor under Art. 10 of the NRP Fund
regulation.

Public water operators explicitly named as partners in NRP Plan preparation under
Art. 6 of the NRP Fund regulation.
A dedicated water operator seat in the ECF Strategic Stakeholders Board (Art. 14) and
Clean Transition window consultation platforms.

Water resilience to be identified as a clear investment priority for less developed
regions under Art. 22(2)(a) of the NRP Fund regulation.
Water vulnerability indices (WEI+ and Water Availability Index) to be added as
allocation criteria under Annex VII of the NRP Fund regulation.
Water resilience and the circular water economy to be explicitly included in Art. 3(1)
of the ECF, with dedicated funding calls in work programmes under Art. 33.

APE’s Asks

Water-specific milestone definitions and force majeure provisions must be built
into the NRP Plan design in implementing rules.
Harmonised water indicators aligned with UWWTD and WFD reporting frameworks,
incorporated into the Performance Framework Regulation's single intervention field
system under Articles 8 and 14.

The MFF's performance framework must be designed around how water
infrastructure actually works.

River basin is the most appropriate scale for water resource management: Public
water operators and public authorities must be integrated in investment planning
under the different MFF funds.

The MFF's tracking methodology must recognise water infrastructure for what it
is: a climate adaptation and social investment.

Water resilience must be embedded in the MFF’s allocation architecture and
adequately prioritised
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Water infrastructure explicitly named alongside energy and transport in the NRP
Fund's security provisions, with CER Directive obligations (Arts. 12–15) recognised as
an investment driver eligible for EU co-financing, and water infrastructure protection
included in the ECF's Resilience and Security window.

A dedicated water resilience compartment within the ECF InvestEU Instrument,
explicitly covering UWWTD-driven capital investments, with the Water Resilience
Investment Accelerator anchored to this instrument.

ECF work programmes under Art. 33 to include dedicated calls for micropollutant
treatment technology, nature-based solutions for water management, and research on
climate-hydrological cycle impacts.
A formal inter-DG coordination mechanism between DG ENV and DG GROW/RTD to
align ECF work programme timing with UWWTD compliance deadlines.

Funding priorities of the MFF should be aligned with legal requirements and
environmental targets under recently revised water legislation.

Water infrastructure must be treated as the critical infrastructure it already is
under EU law.

The MFF must provide a dedicated financial vehicle to mobilise investment in
water resilience at the scale the sector requires.
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Water Investment must be a MFF priority

The 2028–2034 Multiannual Financial Framework is both a financial plan and a strategic declaration
of what the European Union considers important enough to fund. For water, the stakes could not
be higher. The water sector currently receives less than 3% of total EU financing , despite water
scarcity already affecting 29% of EU territory and 38% of the EU population . 

[1]

[2]

In addition to being essential to ensure the realisation of the human right to water, water
infrastructure is the foundation on which the economic prosperity of Europe rests. Key sectors for
EU strategic autonomy – battery production, semiconductors, hydrogen, microchips, and
datacentres – consume large volumes of often ultra-pure water. The EU's competitive ambitions in
these sectors will be structurally undermined if the water infrastructure they depend on is left
underfunded.

The European Water Resilience Strategy, adopted in June 2025, acknowledges this reality and sets
concrete actions up to 2030. The MFF was published shortly after. These two documents should be
complementary. They are not. The Strategy sets ambitions; the MFF allocates resources. The two do
not align, and this gap must be corrected.

According to the European Water Resilience Strategy, the annual investment gap in the water
sector amounts to €23 billion, a figure expected to grow in the coming years due to climate
change and new industrial needs. Although the MFF cannot close this gap alone, it can play an
important role in leveraging national and private funding. Water must therefore be clearly
prioritised under both the National and Regional Partnership Plans Fund and the European
Competitiveness Fund. APE’s position addresses both these mechanisms because the problems,
and the solutions, run across the whole MFF architecture.

Ensuring adequate financing for the water sector, particularly in regions that are both most
exposed to climate change and economically weaker, is a condition for both European resilience
and European cohesion. We must avoid the risk that water-related vulnerability becomes an
additional driver of uneven territorial development and a source of political tension between
Member States sharing water bodies. This responsibility must be at the core of the MFF and,
especially, of the NRP Fund.

Also, the EU water technology sector already generates 40% of global water technology patents and
€111.7 billion in value added . Failing to invest in innovative water solutions, both engineering and
nature-based, is an environmental risk and a self-inflicted competitive liability: the strategic
relevance of such investments should be better acknowledged in the European Competitiveness
Fund.

[3]
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A Promising Start That Does Not Survive
the Architecture
Both the NRP and the ECF instruments make a positive opening on water. In the NRP Fund
regulation, Article 3 explicitly names 'supporting efficient water management, quality and resilience'
under both the Sustainable Prosperity and Quality of Life pillars – the first time water resilience has
had a named home in the cohesion framework. In the ECF, the Clean Transition window's specific
objectives (Art. 3(2)(a)) name water efficiency alongside energy efficiency as a core objective; Art.
33(i) lists water efficiency and water quality protection as fundable activities; Art. 33(j) gives climate
and water resilience its own standalone line; and Art. 33(k) covers pollution prevention directly
relevant to UWWTD quaternary treatment obligations.

However, once the whole architecture of both instruments is considered – and the mechanisms that
constrain Member States in the allocation of resources, how priorities are weighted, how funds are
allocated, how performance is tracked – water largely vanishes. What starts as a priority becomes,
in practice, an afterthought.

Water as a clear priority for allocation of funds

The NRP Fund regulation establishes thematic concentration requirements that determine where
Member States must direct their resources. Under Article 4 of the Performance Framework, at least
35% of the budget must go to climate objectives. and at least 14% of the NRP Fund to social
objectives. While this ring-fenced allocation to climate and social objectives is welcomed, there is no
dedicated water allocation, no ring-fencing, and no minimum spend requirement. Investment in
water infrastructure is not prioritised.

In fact, Article 22, read together with Annexes II and VII, establishes the criteria and conditionalities
for drafting NRP Plans and distributing resources across typologies and regions. In the joint reading
of these provisions, water resilience-related investments do not clearly emerge as a priority. This
structural absence compounds the problem: the Fund's own allocation architecture does not
provide incentives for Member States to invest in water.

Two specific allocation gaps must be addressed. First, less developed regions – which are often the
most exposed to water stress, drought, and flood risk – should be explicitly prioritised for water
resilience investments. Water (as defined under Art. 3 of the NRP Fund regulation) should be
identified as a clear investment priority for less developed regions under Art. 22(2)(a). Second, the
regional allocation criteria under Annex VII should incorporate water vulnerability indicators so that
the regions most exposed receive proportionate support.

The ECF compounds this problem. With a €409 billion budget, water is distributed across the four
strategic windows with no ring-fencing and no minimum allocation. The Health and Bioeconomy
window – most directly linked to water quality – is the least funded of the four at €23 billion. The
LIFE programme, which since 1992 provided a dedicated EU vehicle for environmental
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demonstration projects, is abolished and absorbed into the Clean Transition window, where water
now competes against decarbonisation, clean tech manufacturing, and clean transport – a much
larger and politically more powerful field. Water is also absent from the general objectives article (Art.
3(1)) of the ECF; it appears only in recitals 22 and 23, which are interpretive but not binding.

APE calls for: 

Water resilience to be identified as a clear investment priority for less developed regions under
Art. 22(2)(a) of the NRP Fund; water vulnerability indices (WEI+ and Water Availability Index) to
be added as allocation criteria under Annex VII; and water resilience and the circular water
economy to be explicitly included in Art. 3(1) of the ECF with dedicated funding calls in work
programmes under Art. 33.

Water as a 100% Climate and Social Investment

The Performance Framework Regulation governs the MFF's spending objectives, including its 35%
climate target and its social spending requirements. To track these, it uses a marker system under
Article 4 and Annex I. Investments are assigned a coefficient of 0%, 40%, or 100% toward climate
goals depending on their assessed contribution. The methodology will be set by a delegated act
under Article 4(4).

Water resilience infrastructure – treatment plant upgrades, nature-based solutions, circular water
economy investments, water reuse systems – is precisely the kind of climate adaptation
infrastructure the EU's climate ambitions require. However, if water projects are assigned a 40%
coefficient rather than 100%, Member States will find it less attractive to count water toward their
climate targets, gravitating instead toward investments that give them a higher coefficient per euro
spent. 

A parallel problem applies to the social objective tracking. Under Article 10 of the NRP Fund, a 14%
share of each MS envelope must be dedicated to social objectives. Access to safe drinking water
and sanitation is a fundamental social right under the European Pillar of Social Rights and EU law.
Yet investments in extending access to water and sanitation services – including the UWWTD's
obligation to improve sanitation for vulnerable groups by 2029 – risk being assigned only a partial
social coefficient, reducing Member States' incentive to fund them through the social allocation.

APE calls for: 

Water resilience infrastructure must receive the 100% climate coefficient in the delegated act
under Art. 4(4) of the Performance Framework Regulation. Investments in access to water and
sanitation must be recognised as 100% social objective spending, consistent with the European
Pillar of Social Rights and the human right to water.



07

A Performance Framework That Reflects Water Infrastructure
Realities

The Performance Framework Regulation governs how both MFF instruments track results, link
payments to milestones, and report outcomes. Its design creates three specific problems for water
infrastructure that must be addressed together.

First, milestone-based payments. The NRP Fund regulation links disbursements to the achievement
of milestones set out in each Member State's plan — if milestones are not met, payments can be
withheld or suspended. Water works take time: they encounter archaeological sites, geological
surprises, regulatory delays, and procurement complexity. The recast UWWTD itself explicitly
acknowledges in its recitals that archaeological discoveries can delay infrastructure construction by
years, and provides for deadline extensions in those cases. That logic must be reflected in how NRP
Plan milestones are designed. A treatment plant delayed six months by an unexpected Roman
aqueduct should not trigger a payment suspension that disrupts an entire national programme.

Second, harmonised indicators. The Performance Framework Regulation establishes a Single
Gateway portal and a standardised set of intervention fields and indicators under Article 8 and
Article 12. However, it does not mandate standardised indicators specific to water outcomes. Each
Member State will assign intervention fields and define targets in its NRP Plan using the pre-defined
output indicators under Article 14, but these are broad categories rather than water-specific result
indicators. The result risks being 27 different ways of measuring 'water quality improvement,'
making it impossible to aggregate performance data, benchmark between Member States, or build
the evidence base for sustained water investment in future MFF cycles. The UWWTD already
requires Member States to report standardised data to the EEA on wastewater treatment; there is
no reason the MFF performance framework cannot align with those existing indicators.

APE calls for: 

Water-specific milestone definitions and force majeure provisions must be built into NRP Plan
design in implementing rules. Water-related MFF indicators must be harmonised with UWWTD
and WFD reporting frameworks, with water-specific result indicators incorporated into the
Performance Framework Regulation's single intervention field system under Articles 8 and 14.

Water Governance: Recognising the Local Scale of Water
Management

The NRP Plans architecture represents a significant centralisation of EU cohesion logic. Investment
decisions flow from national governments through Plans agreed with the Commission. The
partnership principle in Article 6 of the Fund regulation requires that regional, local, and urban
authorities be involved, but the water operators, who are the actual implementing bodies for water
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APE calls for: 

Public water operators must be explicitly named as partners in NRP Plan preparation under
Art. 6 of the NRP Fund regulation. APE calls for a dedicated water operator seat in the ECF
Strategic Stakeholders Board (Art. 14) and in Clean Transition window consultation platforms –
as major implementing bodies and technology buyers, operators must be present where work
programmes are designed.

infrastructure, are not named. They risk being invisible in the planning process that determines
whether their investment programmes receive EU co-financing.

Water infrastructure is local by nature, responding to specific local challenges from pollution
sources to drought or flood risks. The decisions about what kind of intervention is needed must be
taken at the geographical scale that is relevant for the management of the resource, as established
in the Water Framework Directive and other water-related EU regulations. Yet the NRP Plans
architecture creates pressure toward standardisation and central control that sits uneasily with this
fundamental characteristic of water management.

Article 6 of the Fund regulation requires the partnership to operate ‘in accordance with the multi-
level governance principle and a bottom-up approach.’ Water operators must be explicitly
recognised as partners in the NRP Plan preparation process, not as passive recipients of decisions
taken above them. The implementing rules must give teeth to the partnership principle for local
operators.

For the ECF, the same logic applies. The Strategic Stakeholders Board (Art. 14) and thematic
consultation platforms are where work programmes – and therefore actual funding calls – are
shaped. Public water operators must be present in those governance processes, or water will not
appear in the work programmes. APE will seek nomination of a senior public water operator
representative to the Board when the open call is published.

Coherence Between the ECF and EU Water Legislation

The EU cannot simultaneously impose major new technical obligations on water operators through
the UWWTD and DWD and then fail to fund the technologies and infrastructure needed to meet
those obligations through the ECF. This coherence gap runs across both instruments.

The recast UWWTD requires quaternary treatment for micropollutant removal (Art. 8), with a
compliance deadline starting in 2033 for the largest plants. The technologies needed to achieve
compliance at scale must be demonstrated, piloted, and commercially available before that
deadline. The ECF’s Art. 33(i) and Art. 33(k) have the legal basis to fund this work, but the UWWTD
also requires energy neutrality by 2045 (Art. 13) and phosphorus recovery (Art. 12) – both circular
economy and clean energy obligations squarely within the ECF’s Clean Transition mandate.
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Two further dimensions are currently absent from the ECF’s treatment of water. Nature-based
solutions for water management – urban drainage systems, wetland restoration, floodplain
reconnection, green infrastructure for storm water overflow reduction – are not explicitly named in
the operative text, despite being the principal tool for the Integrated Urban Wastewater
Management Plans (IUWMPs) required under UWWTD Art. 5 and among the most cost-effective
approaches to water resilience. And while the ECF covers water through an efficiency and
technology lens, basic and applied research on how climate change will affect the hydrological cycle
– altered precipitation patterns, groundwater recharge, drought frequency, flood intensity – is not
guaranteed funding. Without this knowledge base, water operators, local authorities, and Member
States cannot make informed infrastructure investment decisions. The ECF’s Art. 33(4) creates a
formal bridge to Horizon Europe, but it does not ensure hydrological cycle research is prioritised in
Horizon Europe work programmes. 

A formal inter-DG coordination mechanism between DG ENV (UWWTD) and DG GROW/RTD (ECF) is
needed to ensure work programme timing supports operators’ compliance trajectories.

APE calls for: 
ECF work programmes under Art. 33 must include dedicated calls for: micropollutant
treatment technology demonstration (Art. 33(i) and (k)); nature-based solutions for urban
water management (Art. 33(i) and (j)); and research on climate-hydrological cycle impacts via
the Horizon Europe bridge (Art. 33(4)). The Commission must establish a formal inter-DG
coordination mechanism between DG ENV and DG GROW/RTD to align the ECF work
programme timing with UWWTD compliance deadlines.

Water Infrastructure as Critical Infrastructure for Security

The security and resilience of water infrastructure against deliberate attacks, natural disasters, and
other disruptions is a dimension the MFF largely overlooks. Recital 16 of the NRP Fund regulation
acknowledges the need to strengthen the Union’s preparedness and protect critical infrastructure,
but focuses exclusively on energy, transport, military mobility, and cybersecurity. Water is absent
from the security framing of both the NRP Fund and the ECF’s Resilience and Security window (€155
billion).

This omission is difficult to reconcile with existing EU law. The Critical Entities Resilience Directive
(Directive (EU) 2022/2557) explicitly classifies drinking water and wastewater as critical sectors in its
Annex, placing operators in these sectors within the scope of Art. 12–15 – which require systematic
risk assessments, resilience measures against threats ranging from natural disasters to terrorism
and hybrid attacks, and incident reporting within 24 hours. The recast UWWTD itself confirms this,
explicitly noting in its recitals that urban wastewater infrastructure has been recognised as critical
infrastructure under the CER Directive. The Water Resilience Strategy’s fifth enabling area is security 
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and preparedness, explicitly referencing the CER Directive. The EU has therefore already
acknowledged that disruption to water infrastructure can have serious consequences for public
health and essential services. Strengthening water infrastructure – through redundancy, physical
protection, secure digital systems, and cross-border cooperation on shared water bodies – requires
dedicated investment that neither the NRP Fund nor the ECF currently guarantees.

APE calls for: 

Water infrastructure must be explicitly named alongside energy and transport in the NRP
Fund's security provisions. The CER Directive's obligations (Arts. 12–15) must be recognised as
an investment driver eligible for EU co-financing under the NRP Plans. The ECF's Resilience and
Security window must include water infrastructure protection in its scope.

Mobilising Finance: InvestEU and the EIB

The ECF InvestEU Instrument (Art. 21) provides a budgetary guarantee enabling the EIB and national
promotional banks to offer concessional, risk-sharing finance for investable projects within ECF scope.
The EIB is already the world's largest multilateral lender to the water sector, financing on average more
than €2 billion per year . Its current Water Programme commits over €15 billion in planned financing
during 2025–2027 , covering access to water, pollution control, resilience, and competitiveness. These
instruments should be the primary mechanism for closing the water investment gap at scale,
complementing NRP Plan co-financing. Public water operators facing major capital obligations under the
UWWTD – quaternary treatment plants, energy neutrality upgrades, and urban drainage infrastructure –
should be explicitly eligible beneficiaries.

[4]

[5]

APE calls for: 

A dedicated water resilience compartment must be created within the ECF InvestEU
Instrument, explicitly covering UWWTD-driven capital investments. The Water Resilience
Investment Accelerator announced in the Water Resilience Strategy should be anchored to this
instrument.
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Consolidated Asks
APE’s asks are targeted and realistic. They do not require a redesign of the MFF
architecture. They require minimum allocation floors, explicit article references,
coherent work programme obligations, and recognition of public water operators
as the local actors who will ultimately deliver what EU law requires.

ALLOCATION AND PRIORITISATION

CLIMATE AND SOCIAL TRACKING

100% climate coefficient for water resilience infrastructure in the
delegated act under Art. 4(4) of the Performance Framework Regulation.

100% social objective recognition for investments in access to water and
sanitation services, consistent with the European Pillar of Social Rights and the
human right to water£.

GOVERNANCE AND LOCALISATION

Public water operators explicitly named as partners in NRP Plan
preparation under Art. 6 of the NRP Fund regulation.

A dedicated water operator seat in the ECF Strategic Stakeholders Board
(Art. 14) and Clean Transition window consultation platforms.

PERFORMANCE FRAMEWORK

Water-specific milestone definitions and force majeure provisions must be
built into NRP Plan design in implementing rules.

Harmonised water indicators aligned with UWWTD and WFD reporting
frameworks, incorporated into the Performance Framework Regulation's single
intervention field system under Articles 8 and 14.

Water resilience to be identified as a clear investment priority for less
developed regions under Art. 22(2)(a) of the NRP Fund regulation.

Water vulnerability indices (WEI+ and Water Availability Index) to be
added as allocation criteria under Annex VII of the NRP Fund regulation.

Water resilience and the circular water economy to be explicitly included in
Art. 3(1) of the ECF, with dedicated funding calls in work programmes under
Art. 33.
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COHERENCE WITH EU WATER LAW

ECF work programmes under Art. 33 to include dedicated calls for:
micropollutant treatment technology demonstration (Art. 33(i) and (k)); nature-
based solutions for urban water management (Art. 33(i) and (j)); and research
on climate-hydrological cycle impacts via the Horizon Europe bridge (Art. 33(4)).

A formal inter-DG coordination mechanism between DG ENV and DG
GROW/RTD to align ECF work programme timing with UWWTD compliance
deadlines.

SECURITY

Water infrastructure explicitly named alongside energy and transport in
the NRP Fund's security provisions, with the CER Directive's obligations (Arts.
12-15) recognised as an investment driver eligible for EU co-financing.

Water infrastructure protection included in the scope of the ECF's Resilience
and Security window.

FINANCE

A dedicated water resilience compartment within the ECF InvestEU
Instrument, explicitly covering UWWTD-driven capital investments, with the
Water Resilience Investment Accelerator anchored to this instrument.

Conclusion

The MFF mentions water at the beginning. Our task, as the operators who deliver safe water and
clean wastewater treatment to 90 million European citizens every day, is to ensure it is still a
priority when investment decisions are made in practice. The Water Resilience Strategy gives
water political backing. The UWWTD gives it regulatory force. The CER Directive gives it security
status. What is missing is the financial architecture to back these commitments up.

None of APE's asks is radical. Together, they would turn the MFF's good intentions on water into
durable investment across the full seven-year cycle, and ensure that the EU's water operators
have the tools and financing to deliver what EU law requires of them.
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