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public water
management at
European and
international levels.

Aqua Publica gathers
65 members serving
more than 70 million
people, in an operator-

Political momentum is currently high for water following the European Commission’s
evaluation of its landmark water Directives, including the Water Framework Directive
2000/60/EC (WFD) and the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive 91/271/EEC
(UWWTD), published in December 2019.
As a follow-up, on 3 March 2020, Aqua Publica Europea, the European Association
of Public Water Operators, organised a technical meeting between its Management
Board, the European Commission and key water stakeholders, in Brussels, to
discuss the concrete application of water policy, addressing in particular the question
of the combined implementation of the two pieces of legislation currently in
discussion.
Aqua Publica’s Vice-President, Mr. Paolo Romano (SMAT, Italy) opened the meeting
and Mr. Michel Sponar, Head of Unit for Water Industry at the European
Commission’s Directorate-General for the Environment gave the participants an
overview of the conclusions of the evaluations, highlighting that both Directives have
proven their value and necessity over time to protect water resources. Nevertheless,
evaluations have also identified issues which have slowed down implementation as
well as new challenges to consider going forward.

led association that
looks for efficient
solutions that serve the
public rather than
corporate interests.

OUR MEMBERS

Taking into account the complementarity of the WFD and the UWWTD, the
presentations of concrete experiences of public water operators members of Aqua
Publica Europea allowed participants to review their articulation and to identify the
challenges in their combined implementation.
Based on the case studies, the discussion addressed: the importance of ensuring
consistency in the interpretation of the two texts, especially with regard to the
regulatory definitions; the question of adequate treatment level requirements,
including in light of emerging challenges but also considering local conditions; the
opportunity to consider new methodologies and criteria to assess alternatives for
waste water treatment systems in a context of high investment needs and a
changing climate; the possibility of adding new requirements such as energy
efficiency and circular economy promotion whilst preserving efficient environmental
protection and affordability.
These themes where addressed from the different perspectives of the members of
Aqua Publica Europea, from: Alsace-Moselle (France) sharing insight from the
provisions of service in river basins characterised by several tributaries with varying
levels of quality converging into one main stream; Badajoz (Spain) in charge of the
waste water treatment of small agglomerations in rural areas; Turin (Italy) focused on
storm water management in an urban context and Geneva (Switzerland) as
Switzerland is deploying quaternary treatment for micropollutants.
Throughout the discussion, the environmental, social and economic aspects were
kept in mind.
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Introduction

On 3 March 2020, the Management Board of Aqua Publica
Europea, the European Association of Public Water
Operators, met in Brussels. It gave the association the
opportunity to organise a gathering with the European
Commission, as well as several key water stakeholders, to
discuss the implementation of water policy.
Political momentum is high for water, following the
European Commission’s evaluation of its landmark water
Directives, including the Water Framework Directive
2000/60/EC (WFD) and the Urban Waste Water
Treatment Directive 91/271/EEC (UWWTD), published in
December 2019.
Following an opening by Aqua Publica’s Vice-President,
Mr. Paolo Romano (SMAT, Italy), who framed the
discussion on the future of water policies in the broader
picture of the new Commission’s priorities, Mr. Michel
Sponar, Head of Unit for Water Industry at the
European Commission’s Directorate-General for the
Environment, gave the participants an overview of the
conclusions of the evaluations, highlighting that both
Directives have proven their value and necessity over time
to protect water resources.
Mr. Sponar explained that, on the one hand, the WFD
created a governance framework that has steered efforts to
improve the status of European water bodies. The Directive
was found generally fit-for-purpose and restrictive yet
flexible enough to address challenges. Nevertheless,
slow implementation has prevented the full achievement
of its objectives, along with issues including lack of
funding and lack of integration in other policies. At the
moment, the European Commission is gathering views and
assessing potential next steps for the WFD.
With regard to the UWWTD, Mr Sponar found that it
has been an effective tool to reduce pollution in
discharged water, but after almost thirty years of
existence, it is found that the Directive might need an

update and an Impact Assessment may be carried
out to evaluate different options.
Mr Sponar pointed out that the UWWTD is a
straightforward text, with clear requirements for the
treatment of water – and it should remain simple for
concrete actions - but the implementation remains
too low, due to issues related to ineffective
governance arrangements and lack of funding.
Through time, other elements have appeared that go
beyond what was taken into account at the time of
the adoption of the UWWTD, including contaminants
of emerging concerns, circular economy and energy
efficiency objectives. Shortcomings are also
highlighted: poor application of the polluter-pays
principle, impact of small agglomerations, not well
controlled Individual Appropriate Systems (IAS), and
storm water overflows and urban runoff.
Overall, Mr. Sponar noted that there is room for
improvement, also on including on governance,
transparency and planning.
As a follow-up to the evaluations, Aqua Publica’s
technical meeting aimed to review the
articulation of these two pieces of legislation in
practice from the concrete experiences of public
water operators. Aqua Publica Europea members
from PROMEDIO (Spain), Syndicat des Eaux et de
l’Assainissement Alsace-Moselle - SDEA (France),
SMAT Torino (Italy) and SIG Genève (Switzerland)
illustrated the discussion with examples to review
one-the-ground implementation of the Directives.
The discussion zoomed into how the two
Directives, which have the same overarching aim
to protect water resources, are applied. It also
provided insight into uncertainties and opportunities
from the combined implementation of the two pieces
of legislation. Closely interlinked but adopting
complementary approaches, it is essential that the
WFD and the UWWTD function effectively together.
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Addressing legal uncertainties through
better coordination of water policy
The presentation from the European Commission
and the case studies have allowed a glimpse into
some of the concrete experiences of how two
landmark pieces of water policy are applied, with one
setting results objectives (WFD) and the second
means requirements (UWWTD).
As these are complementary texts, they need to be
fully aligned, also with regard to the regulatory
definitions. Different nomenclatures or not fully
defined concepts risk creating a situation of
uncertainty in the application as well as uneven
implementation in Member States. Therefore, it is
critical to start by clarifying definitions to support
implementation.
This issue was highlighted in particular by Mr.
Franck Perru, Head of technical regulation and
benchmark from the Syndicat des Eaux et de
l’Assainissement d’Alsace-Moselle (SDEA), who first
noted that the French interpretation of the notion of
“agglomeration” (article 2.4 of the UWWTD) was
based on the same term used in the French
administrative system to define a large urban area.
Such assimilation risks inappropriately stretching
geographically the notion of agglomeration under the
UWWTD, thus resulting in applying the treatment
requirements to more than one waste water
treatment plant and cover several river basins
regardless of actual pollution loads. This raises
issues in identifying the requirements applicable to
the different plants, which can be of varied sizes and
located in different types of areas (sensitive or not).

Mr. Michel Sponar

Further uncertainties may arise from the fact that there
are two different wordings for similar concepts – i.e. the
notions
of
“excessive”
(UWWTD)
and
“disproportionate” (WFD) costs – which, in the
context of French legal framework, may result in
different methodologies to assess the same options or
decisions.
Finally, a method for identifying an “acceptable
number of overflows”, which should take into account
climate conditions, is not included in legislation and
therefore not streamlined across countries. In addition,
it is important that the UWWTD refers to the WFD’s
objectives when defining acceptable level of overflows,
in order to ensure that decisions taken to ease the
problem contribute improving water bodies status in an
effective and cost-efficient way. The importance of
connecting the definition of “acceptable overflows” to
WFD objectives is illustrated by Mr. Perru with the
example of two concrete situations: if the level of
discharge is not set in relation to the status of the river,
an overflow may be considered acceptable in a bad
status river or, conversely, the level of overflows could
be considered unacceptable under the UWWTD in a
good status river, which risks consuming more
investments for less efficient interventions.
Clearly defining concepts and their alignment and
articulation between the WFD and the UWWTD is
essential for legal certainty and to allow investments to
be made where they are most efficient and contribute
best to improve and protecting water bodies.

Mr. Franck Perru
Mr. Pedro Tomás Martín de la Vega

Head of Unit for Water Industry at

Mr. Gérard Luyet
Head of Technical regulation and

Laboratory Manager for R&D,
the European Commission’s

Director, Eau de Geneve
benchmark,

Promedio (Badajoz, Spain)
Directorate-General for the

(Geneva, Switzerland)
SDEA (Alsace-Moselle, France)

Environment
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Establishing adequate treatment level
requirements
As the status of water bodies is connected to the
treatment of waste water, it is important to consider,
in addition to the notions mentioned above, also the
question of treatment level requirements.
At the moment, the UWWTD spells out requirements
to treat water to certain levels. Yet, as explained by
Mr. Sponar, the evaluation of the UWWTD, has
shown that, although the Directive has efficiently
helped
to
reduce
pollution
loads,
‘small
agglomerations’ (under 2.000 person-equivalent) –
excluded from the scope of the Directive – still have
considerable impact. At the same time, the question
is raised of treatment of new pollutants, which are
particularly difficult to remove with current
requirements.
Mr. Pedro Martín, Head of research and
development laboratory, presented the specific
situation of PROMEDIO (Badajoz province, Spain)
which is consortium gathering many small
municipalities and rural areas. Out of the 165
municipalities in the province of Badajoz, 140 are
‘small agglomerations’ with less than 2.000
inhabitants, in total representing 31.9% of the
population.
Following a recent agreement between the
Autonomous Community of Extremadura and the
Badajoz Provincial Council, PROMEDIO is in charge
of building treatment facilities for 91 small
agglomerations under 1.000 inhabitants. In the
planning, local conditions need to be taken in
account,
including
climate
(Mediterranean),
population growth (overall negative but high in the
summer period), a discharge characterised by high
loads of nitrogen due to a many small farms and
small agro-food industries connected to the sewer
system.

For the Guadalquivir river basin, the criteria is based on
the UWWTD, despite the fact that the agglomerations is
under 2.000 p.e. and therefore not included by the
scope; whilst the Guadiana authority establishes
requirements for the effluents based on the objective to
reach ‘Good Status’ under the WFD. Therefore, in its
planning and selection of technological options for the
new waste water treatment system, the operator has to
consider
the
specific
requirements
of
the
agglomerations served, which differ depending on the
river basin they are located in. This challenge is added
to high investment needs, control of the small industrial
discharges, design of small plants, remote control, low
energy consumption, photovoltaic energy all the whilst
aiming to keep a model based on economy of scale.
Furthermore, the evaluations of the UWWTD and of the
WFD highlight new and emerging issues to be
addressed in water treatment. Not only the question
of climate change but also emerging pollution and
substances of concern.

The particularity is that the province is located across
two river basins: Guadalquivir and Guadiana with
river basin authorities setting emission limits for
waste water using different criteria.
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Mr. Gérard Luyet, Director at SIG Genève presented
the Swiss case of deployment of quaternary
treatment for micropollutants, as established by an
ordinance adopted in 2016. The ordinance applies to
the following treatment plants: facilities providing
treatment for >80.000 p.e; as well as those serving
>24.000 p.e. in lake basins; >8.000 p.e. discharging
in water bodies with 10% untreated waste water;
>8.000 p.e. when treatment is necessary due to
specific hydrogeological conditions. Operators have
20 years from the adoption of the ordinance to
comply with new treatment requirements.
A list of micro-pollutants to be treated is developed
based on references from the Swiss Federal Institute
of Aquatic Science and Technology (EAWAG). The
objective is to reach 80% reduction of
micropollutants, as an average of the selected
substances. Until 2017, annual average performance
shows that the objective of 80% was not reached for
any of the substances. However, following the
deployment of ozone treatment with a sand filter or
active carbon filter, the situation evolved. It is the
case for the Neugut plant (150.000 p.e.) applying
ozone treatment and where the average of 12
substances achieve 84% reduction (above the
objective).

Seafield waste water treatment works, Scotland Aqua Publica Europea

A tax of 9 francs per year per inhabitant over 25 years
finances the investment fund which covers 75% of the
investment costs for treatment, and ends once the
treatment is in service. Exploitation costs are covered
by operator managing the plants.
Considering that investment needs in the water sector
are considerable, and, as pointed out in the European
Commission’s evaluations, lack of funding is an issue,
the approaches to reduce pollution loads and to
redistribute treatment costs across different uses need
to be carefully weighed, in order to avoid to impair
water affordability, already at stake in several Member
States, as noted by Mr. Sponar. It is also where
Extended Producer Responsibility has to play a role to
shift some of the economic burden to polluting actors.
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Appropriate waste water treatment
systems may evolve
In addition to treatment plant upgrade, another
source of potentially growing investment needs is
related to sewage systems, in view to achieve
environmental protection but also make more
resilient cities to heavy rainfalls.
In the past, as pointed out by Mr. Franck Perru, some
systems were deemed appropriate and built in light
of the contemporary conditions. Through the XX
century, combined sewage was considered a good
option, as it allowed to treat weak rainfall flows and
address the first and most polluted flow.
However, today, with the impacts of climate change
and more frequent heavy rainfall, the system has
shown its limits, creating issues highlighted in the
evaluation of the UWWTD on storm water overflow
and on urban runoff, now involving new investments
to address these pressures.

Mr. Jon Rathjen from the Scottish Government noted
that an approach similar to Turin’s one was adopted in
Glasgow a few years ago. However, the costeffectiveness of that decision is now being re-assessed
against the very ambitious carbon-neutrality objectives
recently adopted in Scotland which are pushing public
authorities and stakeholders to explore new
approaches, especially in terms of nature-based
solutions.
The importance of nature-based solutions, notably
for addressing storm water overflow, was stressed also
by Mr. Bernard Van Nuffel, President of VIVAQUA
(Belgium) who referred to the potential for green
infrastructure solutions tested in different areas in
Brussels, for costs much lower than storm retention
tanks for storing storm water.

The problem may concern also contexts that,
historically, opted for a dual sewage system, as in
Turin, Italy.

These elements are critical when we consider the
importance of investment needs in the EU for the water
sector. To comply with existing legislation, the OECD
estimates that investments are high as €253 bn are
necessary by 2030.

Currently, as explained by Mr. Paolo Romano
(President) and Mr. Armando Quazzo (Business
Development Manager) of SMAT in Turin, the
operator is working on building a back-up system for
the main sewer, with a series of interventions
planned to develop the city’s resilience and prevent
overflows.

When put into the perspective of the relation between
the WFD and the UWWTD, it is important to consider
that, as high investments are needed, operators are
faced with decisions on where to act first, which
investment to prioritise and which objectives to seek,
whilst taking into account specific conditions and the
next for context-based approaches.
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Evolving requirements to address new
challenges need to consider most efficient
environmental protection and affordability
imperatives
The question of a potential update of the UWWTD
brought the discussion to take a look at the wider
framework of waste water treatment, from the
source of pollution to the recovery of biological
materials.
In the future, Mr. Sponar highlighted that new
elements may be required from waste water
treatment plants, to take into account wider
considerations and challenges, including energy
efficiency targets, as the sector consumes 0.8% of
energy, the promotion of the circular economy and
the potential for reuse of the materials contained in
sludge resulting from waste water treatment.
When considering the promotion of the circular
economy, the question of sludge management
remains critical for water operators, especially since
increased treatment of waste water may lead to more
concentrated pollution in sludge, but also considering
that sludge has high potential for reuse and recovery
of nutrients. Aqua Publica Europea notes that
fostering a true circular economy will require to
address the issue with a solid framework to promote
trust in biological materials, including through
updated quality requirements, pollution prevention
and enabling economic conditions.

The point was raised that the set of potential new
requirements such as higher levels of treatment, energy
efficiency or circularity may be pulling in different
directions – treatment of emerging pollutants require
technologies that are more energy-demanding for
example – and therefore risks creating significant
challenges, especially in the context of high investment
needs. Mr. Sponar noted that there might eventually be
trade-offs and that an impact assessment on the
UWWTD would need to be clear on the consequences
of different measures. Then political choices will have to
be made.
A note was made by Mr. Perru that sludge needs to be
well coordinated also with waste policy, in particular
possible issues for co-treatment of sludge with other
kinds of waste, including green waste, and therefore
difficulty for biogas production.
The discussion further focused on the importance of
preventing pollution at the source as the first and
most important measure to ensure that water, as well as
sludge, are safer for the environment and appropriate
for reuse with less treatment needed, thus altogether
reducing energy consumption and chemical use as well
as costs for the users. Reducing pollution at source is
aligned with the EU’s precautionary principle, as well
as with the ambitions of the recently presented EU
Green Deal.
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Further discussing the question of financing, Mr.
Sponar explained that the work done with the OECD
on investment needs helps to raise awareness,
including for economic and financial implications of
water policies. He noted that the study (unpublished
yet) gave an overview of the financing system for
water in the EU and highlighted conclusions on
affordability: some countries rely on taxation whilst
others are heavily dependent on tariffs.
He stated that water tariffs can only be modulated to
a limited extent, and in some countries, it is already
impossible to increase tariffs. It is also essential that
tariffs, which he expects will globally continue to
increase,
are
complemented
by
strong,
accompanying measures and that significant
resources are efficiently allocated. For this reason,
DG Environment is liaising with the European
Commission’s Directorate-General for Regional and
Urban Policy (DG REGIO) to ensure that EU funding
is allocated where it is most relevant based on a
clear investment plan.

Finally, the discussion highlighted that it is critical to
recognise that waste water treatment is part of a wider
eco-system, affecting and being affected by many
economic sectors. This means that all actors and
sectors have to take their responsibilities, thus
preventing a situation where the water sector alone is
left to fix the issues which it may not always have the
capacity to do. Whilst full application of the ‘PolluterPays’ principle is a pre-requisite, it is also necessary to
better integrate water objectives into sectoral
policies. The water policy evaluation has highlighted
that insufficient integration with other policies – energy,
industry, agriculture – is one of the main obstacles to
full implementation of water Directives.
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Key messages for efficient and fair water
policy
The discussion around the implementation of EU
water policy allowed to exchange on the next steps
from the European Commission, as well as the need
to consider water policy as a whole, different pieces
of the same puzzle, which have to be work together
to meet their objectives. The participants were able
to share their views on on-the-ground realities of the
combined implementation of water policy, discussing
potential sources of uncertainties, and to identify key
points to focus on in the future.

The current review of the body of water legislation is a
unique opportunity to address gaps and build a
framework that is effectively sustainable. In view of a
possible future Impact Assessment on the Urban Waste
Water Treatment Directive as well as the publication of
the Zero Pollution Strategy, and following the meeting,
Aqua Publica Europea proposes a set of key messages
to ensure effective implementation of fundamental
legislation and address challenges in a sustainable,
environmentally-friendly and socially equitable manner.

1. Alignment of definitions across water legislation Potential legislative revisions offer the
opportunity to consider water policy as a whole and prevent legal uncertainties by ensuring that
the body of EU water laws aims in the same direction and that legal terminology is aligned
throughout.
2. A consistent complementary approach As the Water Framework Directive spelling our
results objectives and the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive imposing means requirements,
it needs to be clear, in practice and at river basin level, how the Directives should be applied and
which actions should be prioritised to ensure that measures effectively aim to reach the overall
objective of water protection.
3. Stronger recognition of pollution prevention The EU Treaties already acknowledged the
importance of addressing pollution at the source, and the WFD reinforces this by including
‘Polluter-Pays’ requirements. Full application of existing principles fosters a context where less
treatment is needed. When more waste water treatment is needed, it needs to add on to a strong
prevention basis.
4. Considering investment needs in combination with water affordability As water operators
are required to recover their costs, increasing costs and lack of application of ‘Polluter-Pays’, risks
impairing affordability of water for households through higher tariffs. It is paramount that
investments are well assessed, prioritised where most needed and that financing is available
through contribution of all users, taxation and EU funding.
5. Additional requirements that responsibilise all actors The challenges ahead, from climate
change to emerging pollution and the need for more circularity, require that waste water is
addressed in its wider context, where responsibilities are taken across sectors and actors in a
cooperative manner, also because utilities are not always able to address all the issues.
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aqua publica europea members
PROMEDIO CONSORCIO DE
GESTIÓN MEDIOAMBIENTAL
badajoz, spain

SYNDICAT DES EAUX ET DE
L'ASSAINISSEMENT
ALSACE-MOSELLE (SDEA)
alsace-moselle, france

THE
SPEAKERS

Promedio is a consortium
launched in 2005 by the Badajoz
Provincial Council (Spain),
together with the municipalities
and associations of municipalities
in the province, aimed at supramunicipal management of local
environmental services.
It is mainly responsible for the
management of the integral water
cycle drinking water, supply and
treatment.

SOCIETA METROPOLITANA
ACQUE TORINO S.P.A. (SMAT)
turin, italy

The SMAT Group is a leader in
the field of integrated water
service where it operates through
the design, construction and
management of diversified
sources of water supply,
technologically advanced plants
for the treatment of drinking water
and urban waste water, collection
networks, reuse and cogeneration
plants and energy recovery.

Created more than 75 years ago,
the Syndicat des Eaux et de
l'Assainissement Alsace-Moselle
provides efficient public service for
drinking water, sanitation and
treatment, and the management
of aquatic environments and flood
prevention for more than
1.000.000 inhabitants of its nearly
700 member communes in the 3
departments of Alsace-Moselle
(France). It has 7.023 kml
wastewater pipe grid and 109
wastewater treatment plants.

EAU DE GENEVE
Geneva, Switzerland

The Services industriels de
Genève (SIG) is a public utility of
the Canton of Geneva,
responsible for the distribution of
drinking water, gas, electricity and
district heat throughout the
Canton, as well as the
management of the corresponding
networks.

Expert
Michel Sponar, Head of Unit, Marine Environment and Water Industry , DG
Environment, European Commission
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