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1. Background 

 
The objective of Task 4b of the EU Pressures & Impacts project is to develop a knowledge base on the 

economic dimensions of water management and of the WFD (costs, benefits & financing) thereby 

contributing to the economic assessment of the policy options considered under the EU Water 

Blueprint. As indicated in the terms of reference of the project, specific attention was required on the 

implications of the on-going economic & financial crisis for the water sector, be it in terms of water 

management in general or/and in terms of financing the water sector and water management in 

particular.  

 

Because of the limited specifications of the work on the relationship between financing and the 

economic crisis at the time of development of the inception report, it was decided that initial efforts 

should target the development of a short paper that would: a) raise the main issues linked to 

financing water and the economic crisis; and b) help identifying key questions to be addressed 

through follow-up information collection (primarily semi-structured interviews of key stakeholders) 

and analysis. The complementary information will then help developing a report on financing river 

basin management in the EU specifying how the current economic crisis affects financing and budgets 

dedicated to water.  

 

This paper is the first version of the issue note. It will be circulated to partners and to the European 

Commission to refine the key questions that need to be addressed in follow-up steps, keeping in 

mind in particular issues relevant to the on-going development and assessment of the EU Water 

Blueprint. To date, our premise remains that, with the increasing competition on water resources 

and the current economic and financial crisis, there is a strong demand from all stakeholders and in 

particular from economic operators for more robust economic assessments to justify water 

management and policy decisions. This preliminary paper will thus set out the issues in light of the 

economic crisis within this context. 

 

2. What is “the Economic Crisis”? 

The global financial crisis stems from the end of 2007. The current crisis is reported by Reuters and 

by economists worldwide to be the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930s.1 It 

resulted in the collapse of large financial institutions, the widespread bailout of banks by national 

governments and plummeting stock markets around the world.  The resulting impacts on European 

Member States, particularly Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Italy and public national financial 

governance has been termed the European Sovereign Debt Crisis (ESDC) which has led to difficulties 

for Member States (MS) to manage their  debt without the assistance of third parties and led to 

concerns over the impacts across all sectors2. 

From late 2009, fears of a  continuing debt crisis developed among investors as a result of the rising 

government debt levels around the world together with a wave of downgrading of government debt 

                                                           
1 http://www.reuters.com/article/2009/02/27/idUS193520+27-Feb-2009+BW20090227 
2 http://www.economist.com/node/16009099 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Financial_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Depression
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bailout
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_debt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sovereign_debt_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Investor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_public_debt
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in some European states by Standard & Poor and other credit assessors. Concerns intensified in early 

2010 and thereafter, leading Europe's finance ministers on 9th May 2010 to approve a rescue 

package worth €750 billion aimed at ensuring financial stability across Europe by creating the 

European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF).3 In October 2011 and February this year, European 

leaders agreed on further measures designed to prevent the collapse of member economies. This 

included an agreement whereby banks would accept a 53.5% write-off of Greek debt owed to private 

creditors, increasing the EFSF to around €1 trillion, and requiring European banks to achieve 9% 

capitalisation.4 To restore economic confidence in Europe, EU leaders also agreed to create a 

common fiscal union including the commitment of each participating country to introduce a balanced 

budget amendment.5  

While sovereign debt has risen substantially in only a few MS, it has become a problem for the area 

as a whole and impacts may be expected across Europe with implications within both public and 

private financing structures. The three countries most affected, Greece, Ireland and Portugal, 

collectively account for six percent of the euro zone’s gross domestic product (GDP).67 

Policy makers at the European level are very aware of the issues involved and have evidently been 

active in devising and implementing mitigating actions. In 2009 the Directorate General for Financial 

and Economic Affairs published its assessment of the Economic Crisis in Europe: Causes, 

Consequences and Responses.8  . The report states that « The European economy is in the midst of 

the deepest recession since the 1930s, with real GDP projected to shrink by some 4% in 2009, the 

sharpest contraction in the history of the European Union ».  

The analysis suggests that things could indeed get worse and that « unless policies take up the new 

challenges, potential GDP in the EU could fall to a permanently lower trajectory, due to several 

factors. First, protracted spells of unemployment in the workforce tend to lead to a permanent loss 

of skills. Second, the stock of equipment and infrastructure will decrease and become obsolete due 

to lower investment. Third, innovation may be hampered as spending on research and development 

is one of the first outlays that businesses cut back on during a recession. » 

Whilst a valuable and frank assessment, the document outlines the causes and consequences but 

does not present a sectoral analysis of what these consequences may mean for the water sector, or 

indeed outline the likely or needed sectoral responses to the crisis.  Whilst we would agree that the 

economic crisis has in itself presented a number of challenges to the water sector, there is also a 

degree to which it masks longer term problems, which may or may not be exacerbated by the crisis, 

or indeed be used to justify policy changes or implementation strategies that may be more 

acceptable ‘in times of crisis’ than might otherwise be the case.  Concern pertains to a number of 

potential key impacts that arise not just from the levels of investment going into the sector, but the 

configuring effects felt in modes of governance and the short and longer term impacts of such 

structural changes on social, economic and environmental goals. 

                                                           
3 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/8671632.stm 
4 http://www.investmenteurope.net/investment-europe/opinion/2155438/greek-rescue-package-term-solution-hsbcs-willem-sels 
5 http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2011/dec/02/european-fiscal-union-experts 
6 http://uk.reuters.com/article/2011/11/15/uk-markets-euro-mystery-idUKLNE7AE02520111115 
7 See also http://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/the-euro-s-pig-headed-masters 
8 Directorate General for Financial and Economic Affairs, Economic Crisis in Europe: Causes, Consequences and Responses, 2009 
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/publication15887_en.pdf 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europe#Political_geography
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2000s_European_sovereign_debt_crisis_timeline
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2000s_European_sovereign_debt_crisis_timeline
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Euro
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Financial_Stability_Facility
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_government_debt_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creditor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capital_requirement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Fiscal_Union
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balanced_budget_amendment
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balanced_budget_amendment
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_government_debt_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2008%E2%80%932012_Irish_financial_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_history_of_Portugal#Economic_crisis:_the_2010s
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gross_domestic_product
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3. What are the potential impacts of the economic crisis on the water sector?  

A weaker economic outlook limits the extent and speed with which MS, private investment, the 

European Union, and pan-European financial institutions will be able to restore finances. Resulting 

concerns about public and private finances are likely to require greater cuts in public expenditures 

and increases in taxes and charges to restore investment. For the water sector, this threatens the a 

priori investment shortcomings and the need to extend financial commitments to fully fund the 

costly investment needs for water infrastructure. Remarks given by Angel Gurría, OECD Secretary-

General, delivered at the 5th World Water Forum High Level Panel on Finance, in 2009 suggested 

what the worst case scenario may be for the sector, and the difficulties that may face MS, private 

operators and municipalities resulting from the crisis: 

The credit crunch means that finance is harder to get for water utilities and municipalities. 

Public finance for infrastructure maintenance and upgrades is under strain. And as consumers 

face the fear of losing their jobs, it becomes politically difficult to raise water tariffs. The 

financial viability of the utilities is threatened; maintenance and rehabilitation work is 

postponed. The vicious circle of low tariff - poor service - low willingness to pay is 

perpetuated. This is the worst case.9 

There is today hardly any evidence on the impact of the economic crisis on the water sector and 

water management. In addition to the impact on financing that is the main focus of this issue note, a 

wide range of potential impacts can be identified and are listed below.  

3.1. Potential impacts of the economic crisis on water users and water services  

The economic and financial crisis might have impacted water users directly. Indeed, via its impact on 

financial and product markets, some industrial plants and economic operators might have reduced 

their operations or relocated them to other river basins and countries, be it within or outside Europe. 

Water consuming industries may decline and therefore their abstraction levels may decline, in 

particular for water intensive production of energy and manufacturing. Also, existing business might 

have less financial resources to invest in innovative (potential more risky) production processes and 

technologies that would result in water being saved or recycled.  

In some cases, reduced water consumption10 or polluting discharges to the sewage network, in 

particular if from large water consumers, can impact negatively water service operators. It might 

pose problems of water network and water infrastructure operation to be run at “below capacity” 

levels11. It might also threaten the financial sustainability of water services, in particular when 

reduction in water tariffs revenues are combined with competition (with other “public” sector 

priorities) over scarce budgetary resources and/or reduction in subsidies allocated to the water 

                                                           
9 The Financial and Economic Crisis and Water 
http://www.oecd.org/document/41/0,3746,en_21571361_44315115_42372649_1_1_1_1,00.html 
10 One could also think of industrial water consumption increasing for diluting pollution and limit financial payments for pollution taxes and 

charges.  
11 This might be a short-term issue only, as the water industry will adapt the management and operation of its infrastructure and network 

to tackle this problem. For example, the water infrastructure in most German cities is running below capacity for decades, due to efficiency 

gains/reduction in consumption/oversized investments. 

http://www.worldwaterforum5.org/
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sector. In addition, the difficulties met in the financial markets might have been translated directly to 

water service operators via: 

 Reduced financial resources available to operators who had purchased shares and bonds in 

the financial markets when these where at their highest and who have lost financial 

resources when markets plummeted. 

 

 Difficulties in accessing credit at every scale from MS through to municipalities and private 

operators. 

In some cases, reduced financial resources from public and/or private sources might lead to 

postponing required investments (be it for water services or for wider management of water 

resources and aquatic ecosystems), leading to environmental problems or to inadequate renewal 

and maintenance of existing infrastructure (and thus lower performance and quality of services in 

the medium term). In the medium term, this would lead to aging infrastructure and to higher 

maintenance costs.  

Reduced financial resources from public sources might also lead to increases in water tariffs to 

compensate reduced access to other sources of finances (thus accelerating reductions in water 

abstraction and demand), or to increased pressure on financial transfers from other sources to 

mitigate higher charge burdens and public acceptability. Problems of affordability and of vulnerability 

of specific social groups might also arise, both because of increases in water tariffs and parallel 

increases in the price of other products (in particular of energy which share in household budgets has 

significantly increased in recent years12). Difficulties in accessing financial resources could also lead to 

‘Tough Choices’ for operators in meeting obligations rather than investing in infrastructure – re-

prioritisation and de-prioritisation. In some cases, this might have positive impacts by removing all 

low-priority expenses and ensuring most cost-effective options are chosen and implemented – if a 

proper prioritisation process is in place.  

Reduced financial resources and investments might also lead to staff reductions and constraints 

across the sector from monitoring to policy development, or upstream restoration activities. It might 

lead to declining levels of research and innovation.  

3.2. Potential impacts of the economic crisis on water management 

Along similar lines, the economic and financial crisis might hit water resources management too. It 

might lead to:  

 For public authorities and water management organisations: lower levels of support to 

restoration of aquatic ecosystems; more limited attention given to inter-regional cooperation 

as costs are minimised and staff pressures limit capacity; declining allocation of financial 

resources to research and innovation; lower levels of monitoring, control and enforcement; 

declining awareness raising activities and governance efforts leading to inefficiencies;  

 

                                                           
12 In the Flanders Region, the government has recently “caped” energy price increase by law. This was justified on the basis of the 

economic crisis and related social impacts, but is mostly aimed at avoiding wage increases, as wages are indexed on a products basket price 

index with includes energy products.  
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 For water service providers and economic operators: lower investments in the restoration of 

aquatic ecosystems; declining allocation of financial resources to research and innovation; 

priorities given to shorter term goals above long term investment needs;.  

As a result, this might lead to lower improvements in the ecological status of aquatic ecosystems 

than originally foreseen or proposed under the WFD RBMPs.  

Finally, the economic and financial crisis might have accelerated the search for new economic and 

financial instruments (e.g. payments for ecosystem services – see below also) to support water 

resource management and the sustainability of the water sector.  

3.3. Impacts of the economic crisis on the water sector: “bads” or “goods”?  

Clearly, there are many factors that might affect these different issues, and explain that they are 

indeed taking place or not under different social, economic, institutional and environmental 

conditions. Some of these issues may of course result from longer term levels of under-investment 

and problems in water management, being made visible with the current economic and financial 

crisis. The crisis may in turn exacerbate some of the existing problems of under-investment and poor 

management and provide greater pressure on third parties to step in to provide re-structuring 

programmes; as already seen within much of the re-financing in Europe, such re-structuring can 

come with specific conditions attached that promote or enforce shifts in governance; encouraging 

commercialisation for example, or less ambitious investment in already much needed infrastructure 

plans as funds are diverted to meet re-financing commitments. 

The economic crisis may also present opportunities for specific measures traditionally not considered 

being promoted to address emergent or traditional water management issues. Indeed, more scarce 

financial resources could lead to most cost-effective solutions being favoured in priority and 

implemented (e.g. the establishment of voluntary agreements with farmers’ community to adapting 

farm practices in catchment instead of investing in water treatment technology with high costs). It 

could also lead private or public sectors to abandon large and expensive emblematic water projects 

(such as dams, the building of desalination plants, etc.).  

The following section further investigates some of the salient features of the water sector with 

regards to financing as these help understanding how the water sector might, or might not, be 

affected by the economic crisis.  

4. Financing water management in Europe – selected issues 

The financing of the water sector has clear specificities that needs to be taken into account for 

understanding how this sector might be affected by the economic and financial crisis. These are 

further summarized below that identifies the main drivers to investments (and thus the need for 

financial resources) in the water sector, along with the financial complexity of the water sector 

building on the current situation in a selected number of EU MS.  

4.1. The drivers to investments as financial pressures in the water sector  

The water sector is usually characterised with large infrastructures and investments to respond in 

particular to the bulky character of water and to the spatial and temporal heterogeneity in water 

availability as compared to water demand. Furthermore, the need to treat polluting discharges by 

economic operators into the natural environment, combined with the need to support the adequate 
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ecological function of aquatic ecosystems, has led to new investment needs and direct pressures on 

the financing of the water sector.  Clearly, legislation on water (quality, uses and ecosystems) has 

been a key driver to investments in the water sector in Europe.  

 

In 2004, in an assessment report on the Urban Waste Water and Treatment Directive (UWWTD), the 

European Commission stated that this directive aside other water legislation represented the most 

cost intensive European legislation in the environmental sector. Estimates therein suggested that 

€152 billion were invested in wastewater treatment alone from 1990 to 2010.[7] These figures are in 

addition to the estimated €5 billion annually for implementation support provided by the European 

Union. Indeed, Hall et al. (2010), working with OECD figures, suggested that investment in water 

infrastructure in high income countries should be above 1% of GDP and rise to some 6% in lower 

income economies.13   

 

In addition to these basic water treatment costs, there are a number of other investment pressures 

beyond water treatment; which, as the later cycles of European Directives progress will increasingly 

need resourcing.  These pressures include in particular: 

 

 Further obligations required under the revised Bathing Water Directive for ensuring good 

quality of bathing waters. Parts of the water quality improvements generated by the 

implementation of the UWWTD clearly benefit to the Bathing Water Directive. However, 

additional investments, and bathing site management actions, are still required locally 

leading to additional costs.  

 

 The obligations of the Drinking Water Directive, in particular with regards to: a) the need to 

abandon and replace lead pipes in drinking water networks; and b) more localised 

requirements in expensive water treatment technology for ensuring potable water quality to 

end-users; 

 

 The obligations of the Water Framework Directive. The WFD has put emphasis on the 

ecological status of water bodies. And new investments are required in particular in the field 

of hydromorphology for restoring river banks and beds, river continuity, connected wetlands, 

etc. The assessment of pressures & impacts in European river basins carried out as part of 

the first River Basin Management Planning process has stressed the high importance of 

hydromorphological pressures in the majority of European countries.  

 

 The obligations of the Floods Directive, even if priority is given to soft (less expensive) 

measures (e.g. giving more room to the rivers for storing temporarily excess water).  

 

 More locally, additional actions are required for protecting aquatic ecosystems falling under 

NATURA 2000, so the goods and services delivered by aquatic ecosystems are provided.  

                                                           
13 Hall and Lobina, The past present and future of finance for  investment in the water sector,  paper presented at the IRC Conference at 
the Hague, November 2010 http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/2010-11-W-finance.pdf 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_supply_and_sanitation_in_the_European_Union#cite_note-6
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Much of these pressures may not be considered directly in relation to the crisis; however, the crisis 

may represent a significant challenge in addressing these demands, whether they are in providing 

adequate drinking or bathing waters or in restoring water bodies. 

The RESTORE partnership is an example of the sorts of work now being proposed to meet the 

requirements of good ecological status through river restoration, as part of the shift upstream.  The 

programme of work is supported by is supported by LIFE+ funding from the European Commission 

and works closely together with the European Centre for River Restoration (ECRR) to share 

knowledge and best practice in establishing river restoration.  The river basin approach promoted 

within the Water Framework and in the EU Birds and Habitat Directives improves the habitats of 

aquatic species flora and fauna through greater gradients, more natural hydrological regimes, 

encouraging sustainable groundwater management (Groundwater Directive). The cost-effectiveness 

of river restoration or indeed its appeal to investors in the private and public sectors may prove 

contestable as increasing austerity encourages hard choices to be made over the allocation of 

investment.  The cost benefit analysis of restoration may lie in flood alleviation but again, these 

benefits will increasingly need to be realised and visible to attract the levels of funding required. The 

costs of complying with, for example, Good Agricultural and Environmental Conditions, may alleviate 

pressures to comply with the Nitrate Directive by including buffer zones and lowering inputs of 

nutrients from agriculture, but the degree to which these outcomes can compete with other 

investment pressures remains a concern.  

In the Netherlands, the provision of ecosystem services created by all Natura 2000 sites is estimated 

to cost the government €315.4 million annually. And the proposed restoration of 2,236 km2 of 

floodplains along the Lower Danube (Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria) is estimated to cost €50 

million14.  River restoration is evidently expensive as in the Lower Inn river restoration project 

between Austria and Germany which cost € 3,823,000, but the benefits are also more difficult to 

capture and to convince cash strapped investors are going to be worth the effort15. Figures from the 

National River Restoration Science Synthesis which Compiled data on nearly 50,000 projects in the 

United States found that over $17 billion had been invested despite very little scientific monitoring 

being included with the investment programmes. 

All this adds to further concerns over the financial vulnerability of the sector notwithstanding the 

added pressures of the crisis, though requirements within the European legislation may prove a 

corrective influence, especially in regard to water pricing in Article 9 of the WFD. Agriculture and 

Industry, underrepresented and under charged commonly across MS may provide a solution, in 

which more accurate water pricing may incur more representative charges to these sectors, and 

indeed leverage both political and sectoral support for further infrastructure investment1617. The 

WFD provisions on cost recovery, state that MS must “take account of the principle of recovery of 

costs of water services”, and ensure “by 2010 that water-pricing policies provide adequate incentives 

for users to use water resources efficiently” and “an adequate contribution of the different water 

uses, disaggregated into at least industry, households and agriculture, to the recovery of the costs of 

                                                           
14 http://www.eme2.eu/news-179/can-the-eu-choose-green-over-grey.aspx 
15 http://www.magrama.gob.es/es/agua/formacion/Mathias_Kondolf_tcm7-27538.pdff 
16 The Financial and Economic Crisis and Water 
http://www.oecd.org/document/41/0,3746,en_21571361_44315115_42372649_1_1_1_1,00.html 
17 See also 2007 Implementation report on WFD 

http://www.restorerivers.eu/LinkClick.aspx?link=2607&tabid=2602
http://www.ecrr.org/
http://www.natuurbeheer.nu/media/File/10-09-01%20Links%20between%20FAQ%5B1%5D.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/groundwater/policy/current_framework/new_directive_en.htm
http://www.eme2.eu/news-179/can-the-eu-choose-green-over-grey.aspx
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water services”. 18 Yet within demand management, the obvious innovative measures apply to 

metering and consumption rates, including reducing the leakages prevalent across all networks.  The 

upstream focus increasingly pushed for by European legislation may also drive innovation as risks to 

chemical and ecological status are increasingly identified and managed in smarter ways, ahead of 

costly downstream clean ups and recoveries.  Moreover, in its study of environmental tax reform the 

EEA suggested that such amendments in Germany would foster a further 250, 000 jobs throughout 

the economy19 This latter point on investment providing a stimulus to growth places increased 

pressure on the sector to demonstrate the value of investing in a sector that is characterised by 

financial complexity. 

4.2. The water sector’s financial complexity  

The water sector is characterised by a complicated financial system across MS; a mix of public and 

private financing has developed over the years with trends shifting backwards and forwards between 

public investment, municipalisation and privatisation of the sector.   To illustrate this diversity and 

complexity we hereby examine several countries in turn. 

In France, total water-related spending in 2007 amounted to nearly €29 billion, whereby expenditure 

on drinking water supply and sanitation accounted for over 80%.The share of this expenditure is 

illustrated in Figure 120 

Figure 1 Total expenditures in the water sector in France (2007)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sources of financing can be diverse, and they largely vary depending on the sector: for example, 

private investments represent the larger share in RDD (68% against 32% of public expenditure), while 

the public sector’s contribution to expenditures related to soil, ground and surface water are higher 

than private sector investment (55% and 45% respectively). General administration costs, in contrast, 

are completely covered by public investment, distributed between central and local administrations 

                                                           
18 Water Framework Directive 
19 EEA Environmental tax reform: increasing individual incomes and boosting innovation, 
http://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/environmental-tax-reform-increasing-individual 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/04/magazine/adam-davidson-european-finance.html?pagewanted=all 
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/publication15887_en.pdf 
20 From Bommelaer et al., 2010 – Figures based on “Environmental economics in 2007” and CGDD/SEIDD/ERNR2 estimates for RDD and 
general administration. 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/04/magazine/adam-davidson-european-finance.html?pagewanted=all
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(43% and 67% respectively). With respect to the other sectors, there is a wider range of financial 

sources as illustrated in Figures 2 and 3 below.  

Figure 2, Figure 3 & Figure 4. Expenditure related to waste water, drinking water and the 

improvement of aquatic ecosystems21 in France   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the case of water supply and sanitation, higher contributions for water services are provided by 

households (54% and 41% respectively); whilst aside this spending,  expenditure for water supply and 

wastewater treatment is quite equally shared  between the public (including central and local 

administrations) and the private sectors. 

When it comes to expenditure for aquatic environments, by  contrast, most of the financing comes 

from public sources, be it European, national or local, totalling 66%; the remainder is largely covered 

by enterprise (26%), while households also contribute.22 

In Spain, municipal water supply and sanitation services are partially funded by users, through 

different types of levies which aim to ensure the cost recovery of these services. These levies, 

however, serve mainly to cover operating, maintenance, management and amortization costs, while 

capital costs cannot be wholly internalized by users. Part of the financing for these services is 

therefore provided by the public administrations, which in turn relies on a considerable aid 

                                                           
21 Figures drawn from  Bommelaer et al., 2010 – Figures based on “Environmental economics in 2007” and CGDD/SEIDD/ERNR2 estimates 
for RDD and general administration. 
 
22 Bommelaer, O., Devaux, J., Noël., C., Tremblay, M., 2010. “Draft case study for an OECD report – Financing of water resources 
management in France”. Ministère de l’Ecologie, de l’Energie, du Developpement Durable et de la Mer – Commission general du 
developpement durable – Office International de l’Eau. 
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component from Cohesion and Regional Development funds. European aid, however, is expected to 

be considerably reduced in the near future, and so growing amounts of investments in water services 

are being progressively transferred to users, resulting in a water price increase. 

In the case of infrastructure for water regulation, storage and transportation, in the early 1990’s EU 

funding accounted for around 20-25% of all investments, while by the end of the decade EU funds 

provided almost 60% of the total expenditure. Financing for water infrastructure is administered by 

the river basin authorities, and funds are obtained either from European funds or from the general 

state administration –in the latter case, the initial source of funding may be national or European.  

Finance for regulation, extraction and transportation service infrastructure, especially for urban 

water uses, can also come from public water companies through collaboration agreements with 

users and other public bodies. In this case, the companies finance the construction of hydraulic 

infrastructure, providing their own funds and taking out loans with financial bodies or agents whose 

financial cost, along with the cost of capital repayments, is transferred to users via water prices 

(tariffs, levies etc.) over periods of between 15 and 25 years. 

Ensuring the potability of water, distribution, sewerage and wastewater treatment services can 

depend on different financing mechanisms as well. The central government finances target amenities 

such as wells, potabilisation plants and water pipelines, drawing resources both from the state 

budget and European Funds; moreover, it co-finances infrastructure and operations carried out by a 

municipality for the provision of water supply, sanitation and wastewater treatment. 

Sanitation and wastewater treatment management is the object of a specific national policy, namely 

the “National Water Quality Plan: Sanitation and Wastewater Treatment 2007-2015”, which includes 

both the unachieved objectives of the previous National Sanitation and Wastewater Treatment Plan 

of 1995 and the new goals introduced by the WFD. The Plan involves a total investment of €19,007 

million, of which €6,233 million are provided within this state budget allocation. The rest of the 

budget will be partly provided through co-financing agreements with Autonomous Regions, and 

other alternative sources of funding, such as private funding of public infrastructure.23 

In Germany, as noted elsewhere, water management is a shared responsibility between the federal, 

the Länder and regional/local levels24. In the case of Baden-Württemberg, the financing needs of the 

Programme of Measures were differentiated according to point sources, agriculture-related 

measures and hydromorphology. In general, total investment costs were estimated to be €780 

million, whereas on-going costs amount to €1,697 million per annum. Significantly, as across 

Germany, all financing options are drawn largely from public budgets, either at the European, 

national or local level. And possibilities for private investment are not clearly identified early in the 

river basin management planning stage.25 

                                                           
23 OECD, 2010. “Report on pricing and funding systems for water supply, sanitation and wastewater treatment services in Spain”, in 
Country Case Studies on Financing Water Resource Management, OECD publishing. 
 
24 In the federal state of Germany, the legislative responsibility for water management is shared between the federal and the Länder level 

("konkurrierende Gesetzgebung": concurrent legislation, meaning, in short, that the Länder may pass laws and regulations in areas where 

the federal authority was not yet active). Therefore, although the federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear 

Safety (BMU) is principally responsible for legislative changes to the federal "Wasserhaushaltsgesetz" (water management act) and, the 

competent authorities with regard to WFD implementation are the highest Länder environmental authorities, i. e. the "Länder" Ministries 

for the Environment. The regional/local level water administrations are responsible for executing water management tasks. 
25 Mattheiss, V., Strosser, P., Carrasco Rodriguez, J.M., 2010. “Notes on financing water resource management”. Background report for the 
OECD Expert Meeting on Water Economics and Financing. 
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Whilst there is considerable diversity in financial structures across MS, the last two decades have 

recorded two important shifts: 

First, a diversity of novel economic and financing instruments have emerged in recent years in 

Europe. The traditional water tariffs, environmental taxes and charges and accompanying subsidies 

have been complemented by payments for ecosystem services (in particular between drinking water 

operators and the farming community), income tax or wastewater charge reduction for promoting 

rainwater harvesting, bonus to hydropower operators engaged into ecological restoration, fertilisers 

and pesticides taxes and charges, etc. Clearly, at the aggregated scale, these new instruments do not 

yet represent significant financial flows. Locally, however, they can play key roles in enhancing the 

sustainability of the existing water infrastructure and supporting the achievement of ecological 

objectives for aquatic ecosystems.  

Second, there has been a tangible trend toward commercialisation, whether operators are in or out 

of public or private control.  This has been particularly noticeable where MS and municipalities alike 

look to establish large capital intensive infrastructure (e.g. in particular for new member states 

accessing the EU and that need to comply with its existing water legislation including for drinking 

water and wastewater). Augmented by uncertainty in other sectors, such as energy prices, and long-

term forecasting that predicts increased water scarcity as demand rises and availability decreases26, 

investments in water are potentially highly vulnerable.   

Massarutto (2008) argues that in Italy, increased privatisation has significantly reduced financial 

resourcing, particularly of infrastructure, and cites falls in investment of some €30 million in Palermo 

as a direct result of privatisation27.  Simplistic shifts from public to private have been superseded in 

many MS by a mix of public and private finance within municipalities.  Characterised by the 

introduction of private public partnerships in European municipalities, shorter term demand driven 

management has been identified in Turin, Palermo, Stockholm, Barcelona, Seville, municipalities in 

Finland, Scotland, the UK, France and municipalities in new MS such as Sofia28. In France, Pezon 

(2009) concurs as stated before, that funding for water services is overwhelmingly public, with 

private funding accounting for only 12% of investment; but goes on to highlight how this has 

contributed to political tensions over privatisation and mixed funding in France and is notable 

elsewhere, as is the case in Germany which retains a high degree of public control and regional 

governance through the Länder administrations as noted above29. 

Concerns over privatisation in the sector are not new, as over the past decade many of the more 

established European economies and new MS have sought to increase water infrastructure and 

supply through privatisation, and indeed through the corporatisation of public and semi-public 

structures.  Concerns are raised however, over the degree to which private investment can be 

levered during a credit crunch, as well the financial gearing of many private companies within their 

debt and credit arrangements.  Furthermore, even municipalities funded within the public realm 

have sought to adopt corporatized financial arrangements and set pricing and investment 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
26 Introductory Comments, Launch of the OECD Report “Managing Water for All: an OECD Perspective on Pricing and Financing” 
2727 Massarutto et al, 2008, Private management and public finance in the Italian water industry: A marriage of convenience? Water 
Resources Research, Vol. 44, 2008 
28 Ibid 
29 3 Pezon,  2009 Decentralization and Delegation of Water and Sanitation Services in France, In Water and sanitation services: public policy 
and management edited By José Esteban Castro, Léo Heller Earthscan 2009   

http://www.oecd.org/document/14/0,3746,en_21571361_44315115_42373390_1_1_1_1,00.html
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programmes in line with private practice. 

In Ireland in a very recent interview with the Irish Times the Environment Minister outlined the 

intended proposals due for Cabinet discussion to transfer responsibility away from the 34 local 

authorities, to a new national utility to be named Irish Water. The newspaper warned of the 

suspected public unease with privatisation found elsewhere across MS, for citizens weary of having 

their pockets plundered, the move can only spell two outcomes: privatisation and water charges. An 

assessment conducted on behalf of the Irish Government estimated that €600 million annually would 

be needed, whilst the Minister also confirmed that these funds are intended to be sought through 

private sector investment; he also acknowledged public concern in this regard. This assessment also 

derided the water infrastructure and management, the Irish Times reports, The study found that the 

water sector had no consistent policies, no standards, no consumer protection and no economic 

regulation; that it suffered from fragmented leadership, poor co-ordination and duplication of 

management; that there was an abysmal 52 per cent collection rate, on average, for nondomestic 

water charges; and that operational expenditure was “unusually high” by UK benchmarks…, it also 

highlighted the difficulties of implementing river-basin management and of rationalising the use of 

water sources when numerous local authorities were fighting solely for their own interests30. 

The analysis in Ireland relied on benchmarking prices against UK values. Yet, in many MS charges still 

relate to hypothetical transfers and taxes rather than charges related to consumption, even under 

largely privatised systems. Moreover, water metering remains largely absent from pricing 

mechanisms and demand management. Pricing in the UK remains difficult to address given a system 

in which charges are more commonly related to housing stock rather than consumption and 

metering levels are low. Whilst In Hungary, despite privatisation, tax revenues of central government 

continue to be the main source for financing infrastructure, where European Commission analysis 

predicts that the central government support to be phased out by 2015 will involve price rises of 

between 5% and 85%. 31 

Water consumption and its relationship to tariffs is again not an issue arising from the economic 

crisis, but is perhaps a longer standing issue that may more acutely come into focus. Article 9 

requires cost recovery to be assessed separately for the three main categories of users – households, 

industries, and agriculture. The implementation assessment in 2007 found that there is more 

attention given to cost recovery from households, and that the level of cost recovery for households 

is 70-100%: higher than for business (40-100%) or agriculture (1-100%).  

 The effect could therefore be to increase prices faster in these neglected sectors rather than on 

households where demand is on average actually only 20% of total water abstracted32. Furthermore, 

increased water metering, if this investment can be made, would incentivise consumption down by 

an estimate 10-12%33 (see also WWF).  Yet, despite this optimistic view, the recent case study of 

Ireland produced by the European Environment Agency 34 suggests, taking the case for Ireland, that 

innovative solutions to restore financial commitments in the sector would require the cutting of state 

                                                           
30 The Irish Times - Saturday, November 5, 2011 
European Union Water Framework Directive and flood defence? Intl. J. River Basin Management Vol. 4, No. 4, pp. 1–12 
http://www.sbes.stir.ac.uk/people/gilvear/documents/WhartonGilvear.pdf.   
31 Boda et al 2006.  HUNGARY:  Social Policy, Regulation and Private Sector Involvement in Water Supply. UNRISD research study. 
32 WFD Implementation Report 2007 
33 www.environment-agency.gov.uk 
34 (http://www.eea.europa.eu/articles/cutting-deficits-and-protecting-the-environment) 

http://www.sbes.stir.ac.uk/people/gilvear/documents/WhartonGilvear.pdf
http://www.eea.europa.eu/articles/cutting-deficits-and-protecting-the-environment


17 
 

subsidies with increased costs being borne by the consumer.  

Below we have reproduced for water the projections supposed by the EEA in amending 

environmental taxes in Ireland, the dramatic rise in figures for 2014 look politically difficult to 

promote35. 

EEA Scenarios for Ireland - Water Supply and Waste Water Treatment (subsidies removed) 

Charge Category 2011 2012 2013 2014 
 

User charges for water supply 250 500 750 1,000 
 

User charges for effluent and water 
discharge 

57 114 171 228 
 

Water abstraction levy 21 42 64 85 
  

The EEA and others (OECD for example) have more than hinted at the need for environmental tax 

reform, and suggested such measures as water abstraction levies.  Indeed Angel Gurría points to a 

variety of innovative means by which the water sector may be able to grasp the opportunities the 

water sector faces in light of the economic and financial crisis. The OECD’s Secretary General 

considers the water sector in need of reform and to demonstrate as well as act to improve the 

efficiency and creditworthiness of utilities36 ; whereby, The water sector itself needs to become more 

credible.  

A poor reputation as an investment option within utilities will inhibit MS and private finance from 

investing in the sector effectively and yet further hold back sectoral reform, innovation and 

fundamentally, the timely investment in a sector that this paper has highlighted, is considered 

amongst the most financially demanding across the whole of the environmental sector. We have 

already seen how innovation is reported by both private and public sector organisations to have 

increased barriers as risk aversion percolates through the sector and limits the credit available.   

However, the EEA’s analysis is more sensitive to the underlying political tensions in establishing the 

funding incentives that would provide such a platform to innovation – increased domestic prices.  

Below we summarise the key issues that characterise the likely impacts of the financial crisis on 

water across MS. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35 Cutting deficits and protecting the environment (http://www.eea.europa.eu/articles/cutting-deficits-and-protecting-the-environment) 
 
36 Ibid 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/articles/cutting-deficits-and-protecting-the-environment
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Figure 5 Summary table of the pressures on taxes, trades and tariffs 

Funding mechanism Pressures and measures Opportunities Threats 

MS Taxes 

 

 

 

Private Operators 

Likely to increase taxes 
along with political 
pressures  

 

 

Pressure on public 
funding may stimulate 
private investment.  
Private investment is 
already gearing credit 
against debt 

Increased revenue, 
environmental tax 
reform 

 

 

Less pressure on public 
finances  which can then  
invest upstream 

Pressure to moderate 
tax increases may 
ultimately reduce long-
term investment in 
infrastructure, but also 
in metering and public 
accountability. 

Increased privatisation 
may not deliver required 
long term investment 
upstream in good 
ecological status, or in 
infrastructure. This 
might require specific 
control mechanisms or 
agreements. 

Tariffs 

 

 

 

Agriculture 

 

Industry 

 

Household/Domestic 

Pressure to increase 
tariffs 

 

 

Pressure to Moderate 
tariffs despite cost 
increases 

improved distribution of 
costs amongst industry, 
agriculture and the 
domestic sector 

 

reduced consumption as 
abstraction charges 
increase 

 

Implementation of fairer 
pricing mechanisms 
through metering and 
charging 

Increasing charges may 
impact on both 
agricultural and 
industrial productivity 
despite gains in 
environmental 
performance 

Pressures to limit tariffs 
to minimise social 
impacts may rapidly be 
reflected in short term 
investment plans, raising 
water scarcity and mal-
adaptation  

 

Transfers Increased pressure on 
EU to support MS 
through transfers and 
liquidity, structural 
cohesion and accession 
funds as well as loans 

Fiscal stimulus towards 
green and blue 
economic recovery 

Limited funding and 
central dependence may 
inhibit innovation, 
reduced fiscal stimulus 
available to drive 
innovation as more basic 
costs are covered  

The table thus essentially points us towards the conclusions that whilst costs will increase, recovery 

may only do so marginally or at least only relatively with cost; stifling innovation and exacerbating 

the current pressures on water availability, ecological status and adapting to climate change.  

Furthermore, increasing pressures will encourage shorter term investment planning rather than the 

longer-term strategic approaches recommended within the European Directives.  This may well 

prove characteristic of public, private and mixed financing regimes within and beyond MS.  Whilst 

the crisis is seen by many commentators as a potential opportunity, it remains difficult to see how 
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the aggravation of longer term problems alone will not impact harshly on the sector along with the 

confounding pressures of climatic change and increased water demand.  

To compound concerns over the levels of future investment needed within a climate of austerity is the 

degree to which historically high EU financing to MS in the form of transfers and incentivised loans 

through structural and cohesion funding have masked enduring under investment in the sector.  Such 

transfers have effectively provided the sector with sufficient funding and incentives to generate 

funding such that as pressures are now increased; MS may turn again to the EU and look either to 

dilute ambitions in the various directives (and perhaps face legal action as in France regarding 

nitrates) or to increase the levels of transfers in the form of structural, cohesion and other third party 

contributions..  The latter seems an unlikely source of funding given the added pressures placed not 

only on central budgets, but the ability of private and public finance to meet match funding 

requirements where pressures are highest. 

Indeed, whilst the European Parliament has debated the potential anti-crisis role of structural 

funds37, it remains noteworthy too of the considerable contribution EU financing mechanisms have 

had on water through structural, cohesion and accession funds before the crisis, whereby,  

“In Greece, the number of urban areas connected to main drainage almost doubled between 1993 

and 1999, increasing the population covered to over 70%.  In Ireland, the proportion covered rose 

from 44% in 1991 to 80% in 1999.  In Portugal, the population connected to drinkable water supply 

rose from 61% in 1989 to 95% in 1999 and that connected to main drainage from 55% in 1990 to 90% 

in 1999.  The Funds also helped to increase water supply in regions with a serious shortage.  In Italy, 

for example, supply was expanded by over a third over the programming period.” 38  

These huge improvements were costly, and as noted above to sustain such levels of water 

management will require firm commitments to long term infrastructural strategies, monitoring, 

enforcement and maintenance.  Upstream is where the new investments will be needed and where 

additional pressure is beginning to fall in already under invested aquatic systems.  In the restoration 

of aquatic ecosystems: with ecological status gaining importance, new projects and investments 

required for protecting and restoring wetlands, restoring river continuity and addressing 

morphological issues have potentially have high costs, and present  onerous burdens on 

administrations that will be struggling to meet capacity for basic services and resource 

management.39   

In addition to European funds are the two key European financial institutions – the European 

Investment Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. In 2001, European 

Investment Bank lending for environmental projects was €9 billion whilst 29% of the total loans in 

the environmental sector 1990 to 2001 went toward water projects40. The EBRD has financed large 

scale water infrastructure programmes, often involving and requiring privatisation as a condition for 

investment in both MS and candidate countries, as for example in Bulgaria, Hungary, Estonia; and, 

Romania.   

                                                           
37 http://www.euractiv.fr/node/72074 
38 The contribution of structural policies to economic and social cohesion: results and prospects. European Commission. 2006.  
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/p3221_en.htm  
39 http://www.ecrr.org/ 
40 40 Boda et al  2006.  HUNGARY:  Social Policy, Regulation and Private Sector Involvement in Water Supply. UNRISD research study. 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/p3221_en.htm
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5. Impacts of the economic crisis on the water sector in Europe: can we find 
some evidence?  

There is no study and information available on the impact of the economic and financial crisis on the 

water sector in Europe. Overall, most of existing reports on the expected/actual impact of the 

economic crisis are focused on economic and social issues, the environment in general and water in 

particular being the forgotten dimension of sustainability in existing assessments and studies.   

Selected interviews41 and detailed search of evidence in particularly through internet have been 

organised to capture some of these impacts, and understand their order of magnitude and 

importance. The following paragraphs highlight some of the impacts that have effectively taken place 

and are explained, at least partially, by the economic & financial crisis. The available information is 

structured following a series of questions on possible impacts, results provided being of very 

different quality depending on the questions asked.  

5.1. Does the economic crisis change the pressures on water resources?   

The economic crisis has clear implications on the production of industries in some EU MS. As a result, 

this reduces pressures on the aquatic environment, a positive but potentially short-term effect if not 

accompanied by changes in production processes and treatment for example. As an illustration, the 

Renault production site of Cléon near the Seine River in France recorded a significant reduction in 

production in 2009 due to the world wide economic crisis42. As a result of this reduced activity, water 

abstraction/consumption and the discharge of polluting substances have been drastically reduced:  

 The water consumption of the industrial site has decreased by 20% between 2008 & 2009; 

 

 The release of suspended matter, organic matter and toxic matter have reduced by 53%, 42% 

and 62% between 2008 & 2009, respectively.  

In the Flanders Region, total water use (excluding cooling water) by industry remained more or less 

constant in the period 2000-2006, but decreased in the period 2006-2009 by slightly more than 20 

%43. It is believed that the financial-economic crisis played a role in this significant decrease in total 

water use. The reduction in the turnover of industries and the decreasing demands for some 

products also had significant impact on waterway traffic in 2008-200944.  

Along similar lines, the total revenues collected from industrial water abstraction & pollution charges 

in the Artois-Picardie river basin were analysed, as these revenues can be used as proxy of pressures 

on the aquatic ecosystem. The comparison of revenues collected for the period 2005-2011 did not 

show any impact of the economic crisis. The absence of impact might be explained by a change in the 

                                                           
41 Interviews have been undertaken with the following experts: Arnaud Courtecuisse (Artois-Picardie water agency, France); Stéphane 
Robichon (Adour-Garonne water agency, France); Diederik van der Molen (Ministry of Transport & Water Management, the Netherlands); 
Sarah Feuillette (Seine-Normandie water agency, France); Tom Leahy (Dublin City Council, Ireland); Donal Daly (Irish Environmental 
Protection Agency, Ireland); Tom Stafford (Irish EPA, Ireland); Ivan Grimes (Department of Environment, Community, and Local 
Government, Ireland); Damian Allen (DECLG, Ireland); Carlos M. Gómez G.  (Universidad de Alcalá, Spain); Mr Andreadakis (Water Director, 
Greece); Marc Buysse (Aquaflanders, Flanders Region, Belgium);  Krista Maes (Waterwegen en Zeekanaal, Flanders Region, Belgium).  
 
42 http://www.renault.com/fr/groupe/developpement-durable/fiches-sites/Pages/cleon.aspx 
43 http://www.milieurapport.be/en/feitencijfers/miratree/environmental-themes/water-quantity/water-use/water-use/ 
44 This in turn led to lower revenues to the public waterway operator.  
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structure of the water charges that might artificially hide possible impacts on industrial abstraction 

and pollution. The same conclusion is reached when looking at the national scale and aggregating 

revenues from the six water agency charges: between 2004 and 2012, these revenues have shown a 

progressive increase (from 1 631 M€ in 2004 to 2 084 M€ in 201245) with no change in direction that 

could be attributed to the economic and financial crisis46. This can be explained by the relatively large 

share of these revenues being paid for by households (via their water bill) which overall water 

demand is little affected by the economic and financial crisis (while the crisis can have impact on 

affordability and the difficulty to pay water bills – see below).  

The economic crisis can also impact domestic water consumption via its impact on economic 

activities and employment. In Paris, for example, a third of the domestic water consumption from 

the city is linked to employment. Thus, any impact on employment through the crisis has direct 

impacts on domestic water demand.   

In the Flemish region, no impact is expected on household water use, as the Region records already 

one of the lowest domestic water consumption in the Western world (around 100 L/capita per day). 

And there is no clear evidence of an impact of the economic & financial crisis on water consumption 

from the agriculture and industrial sector.  

5.2. Does the economic crisis affect water consumers?   

Due to heavy investments in the water sector in recent years, significant increases in water tariffs 

have taken place in many countries, contributing to the reduction in domestic water demand. Today, 

with the economic and financial crisis, affordability is becoming an increasing issue in many MS, in 

particular for low income social groups. And this has resulted in a recent increase in unpaid water 

bills, as illustrated for Belgium below47.   

 The Société Wallonne des Eaux (Belgium) reports that “disconnection notice” and plans for 

reducing debts from unpaid water bills have increased by +8% from 2008 to 2011; 

 

 The Compagnie Liégoise des Eaux (Belgium) reports an increase in payment reminders, 

disconnection notices and plans for reducing debts from unpaid bills  by 4.3%, 8.6% and 15% 

from 2010 to 2011, respectively; 

 

 The water company supplying the city of Bruxelles (Belgium) also reports increasing delays in 

payments and recovery, stressing that this is likely to continue to increase in coming years.  

Although there is little readily available evidence on the situation in other countries, the same is 

likely to take place. For example, the number of unpaid water bills in the city of Niort in France was 

multiplied by 4 between 2004 and 200948. 

Different studies in France stress that the economic crisis has had significant impacts on the origin of 

potable water49. Indeed, while many people purchase mineral/bottled water in the past, the 

                                                           
45 Predicted 
46 CGDD. 2012. Le financement de la gestion des ressources en eau en France. Série Etudes et documents. 
47 http://www.dhnet.be/infos/belgique/article/385125/les-factures-d-eau-impayees-explosent.html 
48 http://www.maisonapart.com/edito/autour-de-l-habitat/politique-du-logement/niort-lutte-contre-les-factures-d-eau-impayees-
3730.php 
49 http://www.ladepeche.fr/article/2009/03/12/580136-crise-economique-et-conscience-ecolo-mettent-la-bouteille-d-eau-en-carafe.html 
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economic crisis has significantly reduced the sales of bottled water in recent years, the sale of 

bottled water decreasing by 7.5% in volumes from 2007 to 200850. And households have shifted to 

tap water that is on average 47 times less expensive than bottled water… The same trend has taken 

place in hotels and restaurants with the 15% increase in request for (free of cost) water jugs. The 

increased use of tap water had also positive economic impacts for some economic sectors, the sale 

of filtering water jugs for individual households increasing significantly (around +25%) from 2007 to 

2008.   

Similar trends in bottled water sales are recorded in other MS. In Greece for example51, packaged 

water declined by approximately 6% in the third trimester of 2011, principally owing to reduced 

consumer spending as a result of record high unemployment combined with tax increases and cuts 

to wages and pensions that led consumers choosing to go out less because of the economic crisis.  

It is interesting to stress, however, that the efforts made today by households in France for reducing 

their water demand (stopping leaks , avoiding wastage, etc.) are more linked to an overall increased 

awareness about the need to preserve scarce water resources than by the financial aspects (high bills 

and decreasing purchasing power)52.  

The interviews from stakeholders of the Flemish Region identified another possible indirect impact of 

the economic & financial crisis on households and drinking water consumers. Due to insufficient 

financial resources allocated to the water sector, delays in protecting water resources as required 

under Article 7 of the WFD might arise. In the short-term, this might lead locally to possible increases 

in drinking water treatment investments that in turn might lead to high drinking water tariffs. 

5.3. Does the economic crisis affect consumer’s general behaviour at all - with 
potential indirect impacts on water?   

A recent study by Xerfi illustrates a very indirect impact of the economic crisis on the water sector. 

With the degradation of economic conditions, and the negative impacts on household’s purchasing 

power, the demand for agriculture products from biological farming will record a significant 

slowdown in its development. While the sales of biological food had increased by 10 to 20% per year 

for the period 2006-2010 in France, the crisis and the need for consumers to make priorities will 

reduce this rate to 5%-8% for the forthcoming period 2012-2015: indeed, some consumers will prefer 

to buy traditional food as compared to biological food because of its lower prices. This reduction in 

demand for biological  food might indirectly limit the shift from traditional farming to biological 

farming, leading to a lower reduction in pressures on the aquatic environment (in term of pesticide 

uses, e.g.) than what could have been anticipated without the economic crisis.  

5.4. Does the economic crisis impact on the institutional framework and ownership 
of water services?  

Water and sanitation services in Greece are provided by 230 utilities, with the largest utility being the 

Athens Water and Sewerage Company (EYDAP SA) serving 4 million inhabitants, followed by the 

Thessaloniki Water and Sewerage Company (EYATH SA) serving about one million inhabitants. The 

majority of the shares of EYDAP and EYATH are owned by the government. The economic and 

financial crisis has led to many utilities having difficulties paying back their loans, given the reduction 

                                                           
50 It is interesting to note that this reduction in bottled water sales leads also to a reduction in waste produced.  
51 Canadean Greece Quarterly Beverage Tracker 
52 Régis Bigot. 2011. L'opinion et les comportements des français en matiere d'environnement. Crédoc.  
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of subsidies and political difficulties concerning tariff increases during an economic crisis53. Also, cash 

revenues may have declined due to difficulties in collecting bills from customers whose incomes have 

been reduced through public sector wage cuts. The crisis has however impacted on the management 

and organisation of water services in Greece, with two reforms/changes being discussed (at least 

partially driven by the economic crisis). 

 The consolidation of municipal utilities has been initiated to respond to the excessive 

financial difficulties of municipal utilities. The so-called Kallikratis plan approved in May 2010 

foresees the redrawing of the boundaries of Greek municipalities, giving more resources and 

responsibilities to municipal utilises that are expected to be reduced through mergers from 

230 to 142.  

 

 As a result of the Greek financial crisis, the government is willing to reduce its shareholding in 

EYDAP and EYATH to 51% to obtain fresh financial revenues.  

5.5. Does the economic crisis influence practices in water management and policy 
making?  

Evidence collected through interviews in selected countries stressed the economic and financial crisis 

has significant impacts on water management and policy making in terms of: the overall 

organisation, staffing, priority setting and support to policy decisions, financing water, etc. 

Depending on countries, however, it is likely that the order of magnitude of such impacts will greatly 

vary. It is important to stress, however, that of the changes reported below can be considered as 

positive outcome of the economic and financial crisis: indeed, establishing water tariffs that provide 

a clearer signal to Irish water consumer of the costs of the service provided, or ensuring that more 

attention is given to costs and cost-effectiveness assessment when selecting measures in the Artois-

Picardie water agency, are two changes driven by the economic and financial crisis that will 

contribute to sounder decisions and management in both locations. It is too early, however, to assess 

in water management terms54 of such chances.   The paragraphs below summarize the scattered 

evidence that has been collected for in individual MS.  

Evidence from Ireland55  

Interviews with key figures in the Irish water sector revealed significant impacts of the financial crisis. 

The conditions of the Irish assistance package from the European Union, ECB and IMF have as 

reported in this document led to plans to replace the current prohibition on domestic charges with a 

new public body to oversee water, Irish Water56, as well as extending the current utility regulator’s 

role to cover water – ensuring new tariff and funding structures are correctly implemented and set. 

Interviewees reported significant impacts of the crisis in terms of staffing levels.  The Competent 

Authority, the Irish Environmental Protection Agency will have its powers extended to take a 

                                                           
53 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_supply_and_sanitation_in_Greece#cite_note-WUMI-5 
54 E.g. in terms of changes in water demand (Ireland) or reduced costs of measures proposed for improving water status (Artois6picardie 
river basin)  
55 The figures quoted here come directly from personal communication with respondents in the Irish water sector. These figures are 
supported within this document in published material, such as the government’s recent impact assessment conducted by PwC 
56 http://www.eolasmagazine.ie/the-future-of-irelands-water 
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stronger role in implementing the WFD.  However staff levels of 340 are due to fall to 300, despite 

new duties. 

Whilst, innovation and cost effectiveness has seen some benefits;  data collection and provision for 

example is now far less dependent on external contractors and has as a result seen greater 

streamlining and consistency, interviewees stressed that there would remain a funding gap.  At 

present this gap is most noticeable in terms of falling capacity within RBDs, municipalities are facing 

the changes in governance in part as the result of the introduction of Irish Water, by reducing staff 

levels, and the current use of specific staff to address RBD management has now all but disappeared 

across the 34 municipalities. 

The national requirements for funding are broadly recognised to be in the region of €600M, though 

the amount available in the coming year is reportedly due to fall to some €265M.  The Water Services 

Investment Programme is likely to be the most visibly hit by fiscal shortfalls. 

Locally, municipalities are concerned that impacts will affect their efforts to stem the near 40% 

leakage rates, here; the introduction of a proposed nationwide metering programme is seen as an 

opportunity to set incentives to reduce water demand.  However, aside domestic supply all other 

users are metered and in agriculture in particular, where the Irish recovery model is built in part on 

increased agricultural production, further pressures on meeting nitrate controls have been raised. 

Again, locally, both cost effective solutions and increased pooling of resources have been evident, 

with adjustments being effectively introduced into procurement practices and the continued 

prioritisation of infrastructure projects likely to strengthen economic growth, as for example in the 

Eastern River Basin District, centred on Dublin.   

Longer term though across local and national scales, concerns have been raised in the sector 

regarding the implementation of ambitious programmes of measures for the second and third cycles. 

Those we spoke to were keen to stress that despite the extent of structural change, with governance 

regimes changing in light of the defect package support received; frontline services, and the need to 

shift focus away from nationwide measures toward point sources and diffuse pollution will be 

extremely challenging despite the application of innovation and cost effective measures. 

Evidence from Spain 

In Spain, several key impacts from the economic & financial crisis on the water sectors could be 

highlighted through interviews57: 

 Staffing levels nationwide, and indeed the Ministry of the Environment (which has been 

merged into the Ministry of Agriculture)  itself have seen dramatic falls;  

 

 Commissioning of research and consultancy support have been severely hit, with 

municipalities and Autonomous Regions, such as Catalonia facing budget cut calls from 

central government of some 20% in overall terms; 

 

                                                           
57 These views have been expressed through interviews with experts in the sector in Spain; they are supported with additional referential 
material in this report 
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 The widespread temptation to adjust the relationship between public and private funding of 

utilities; notably by selling assets has met with difficult market conditions.  Hence the large 

publicly run utility supplying water in the Madrid area, Canal Isabel II, may now no longer be 

the subject of a sale; 

 

 Transboundary activities have been severely reduced, with for example the staffing of the 

Albufeira Agreement oversight bodies having being cut; 

 

 Raising charges on domestic and agricultural users is politically extremely challenging and 

difficult to achieve, despite much publicised recent pressure from the EU, notably regarding 

de-salination plants. Economic and political drivers for policy change before the financial 

crisis have changed significantly, with crashes in the construction and banking sectors 

impacting on the ability of the government and the regions and municipalities to push 

through improved cost recovery; 

 

 The government has cut significantly support to the renewable energy sector, such as the 

solar sector58; which may have significant impacts on the structuring of the demands for 

water and limit the reduction of water demand; 

 

 In the face of drought resilience is declining as the capacity of actors across the sector to 

invest in e-flows, river restoration and enhanced river banks has declined rapidly, along with 

less sustainable practices being implemented in the face of expected shortages in the coming 

12 months due to drought; 

 

 Water supply remains very political, with domestic, industrial and agricultural supply all 

requiring unmet investment.  The water sector has been cut more radically than either 

health or education which in themselves have seen extensive reductions in service provision 

and longer term investment. In specific areas, such as the Balearic and Canary Islands 

research, monitoring and development have been severely reduced; 

 

 In Aragon the €1BN waste water treatment plans launched in 2004 have run into difficulties 

as private companies have been unable to leverage the funding required to participate59.  In 

March of this year Global Water Intel reported that, ‘According to a regional government 

source, problems arose’, “mainly because the economic crisis has negatively affected the 

availability of project finance”. The same source reported in 2010 the ambitions of Spain’s to 

biggest banks to bail out the waste water infrastructure development sector60, which given 

the impact of recent banking faults now seems almost perverse. 

Evidence from the Flemish Region (Belgium) 

In the Flemish Region, the financial and economic crisis had also impact on staff, in particular at the 

local and river basin levels.  So far, no innovative funding measure, in particular at the municipality 

level, has been found to compensate for lower budget than initially foreseen. A reduction in the 

                                                           
58 http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/mar/30/new-europe-spain-solar-power 
59 http://www.globalwaterintel.com/archive/13/3/general/aragons-wastewater-treatment-plan-falters.html 
60 http://www.globalwaterintel.com/archive/11/12/general/spains-banking-giants-prepared-bail-out-wastewater-infrastructure.html 
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revenue allocated to the management of waterway transport in the Flemish Region has also been 

reported, partly as a result of a reduction in waterway traffic (see above) and thus of taxes/charges 

paid for by the economic operators of this sector. 

Evidence from France 

Although it is expected that the financial and economic crisis has had an impact on water protection 

measures and investments in the Artois-Picardie river basin in France, this impact is difficult to 

quantify. However, different initiatives and discussions among stakeholders in the basin show the 

reality of the crisis in guiding today’s water management and financing decisions. In particular: 

 The increasing request by stakeholders (in particular in the context of the preparation of the 

forthcoming Xth program of the Artois-Picardie water agency) for a) more systematic and 

detailed assessments of the costs of proposed measures – and the application of cost-

effectiveness analysis whenever possible, and b) the translation of these costs into expected 

changes in water tariffs for households so their affordability can be assessed; 

 

 A more systematic search for alternative sources of financing for water management 

projects, including from European sources;  

 

 The grouping of small projects of different local authorities for submitting joint request for 

loans at lower interest rates (from the European Investment Bank, for example). This leads to 

substantial reduction in interests to be paid for long repayment period loans (usually 20 to 30 

years duration for large water infrastructure); 

 

 The identification of new options for the Artois-Picardie water agency financial support, 

combining subsidies and pre-payment without interest for covering a significant part of the 

potential investment interest rates. 

Evidence from the Netherlands 

In the Netherlands, changes in existing economic instruments are also underway for identifying new 

and innovative financing. At the same time, however, government decisions have had negative 

impacts on financing water: two taxes applied to industry (tax on drinking water and on tap water) 

have been abolished as a means to increase the overall competitiveness of the Dutch industry, thus 

reducing revenues to the government.  

5.6. Does the economic crisis impact on the WFD and programme of measures 
implementations? 

Evidence from Ireland 

The illustration for Ireland presented above stressed that the economic crisis affects the 

implementation of the WFD in terms of human resources allocated but also in terms of application of 

the WFD Article 9. Also, it is expected that investments allocated to the water sector will be short of 

requirements; with expected delays in implementation to the second and third RBMP cycle, and 

uncertainty about the effectiveness of measures and thus achievement of objectives. And the 
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impacts in water management and policy highlighted in the previous section are likely to lead to 

changes in the WFD implementation in many MS.  

Evidence from the Netherlands 

Impacts will also take place in the Netherlands with delays expected in the implementation of 

measures of the first RBMPs.  

 Because of reduction in funding availability resulting from the economic and financial crisis, 

priorities in the implementation of measures had to be changed. And around a third of the 

proposed measures of the Improvement Program Water Quality of Rijkswateren, with a cost 

of around 150 Million Euros, are postponed to after 2015. The measures that are postponed 

are mainly in the field of ecological restoration, the selection of postponed measures building 

on existing contractual and legal obligations (including NATURA 2000), risks for other 

construction projects, and expected impacts on ecological status and change in water status 

classes. The consequences of these delays are currently assessed by the Dutch water 

administration.  

 

 Budget restrictions target only the period 2011-2015. In 2015, a new assessment will be 

undertaken regarding the goals and measures of the WFD, keeping in mind the results of on-

going innovation program, the 2015 water status and the availability of funding. 

 

 The economic and financial crisis did not affect the proposed WFD monitoring. Overall, 

monitoring costs are marginal as compared to the investments in the water sector required 

by the WFD. 

Evidence from the Flemish Region (Belgium) 

Impacts are also expected for the implementation of the WFD in the Flemish Region. The economic 

crisis has reduced financing (from the general budget and also as a result of a reduction in revenues 

from different charges including on waterway traffic) for implementing measures proposed under 

the WFD river basin management plan, including scientific research in the field of water and 

education and awareness. It is expected that priority will be given to the implementation of basic 

measures, the implementation of all additional measures as foreseen in the river basin management 

plans being rather difficult in budgetary terms.  

 In the field of hydromorphology and waterways, for example, focus will be on the cheapest 

measures and on measures targeting specific areas where the development of inland water 

transport will be combined with the recovery of the aquatic ecosystems. More expensive 

projects such as the building of flood plains on the tidal and non tidal river system, the 

dredging of rivers and canals, the renewal of locks… will then be delayed61.  In doing so, risk 

of water scarcity, droughts and of flooding will not be reduced and might even increase.  

 

 In the field of water services, differences might be expected between drinking water and 

sewage/wastewater. Drinking water services is fully financed by users’ water tariff and it is 

                                                           
61 Measures and projects that had been specified in the river basin management plans are not abandoned.  
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expected it will not be affected as it has its own stable financing. The same does not apply to 

sewage and wastewater treatment that remains partly funded by public funds (50% 

approximately of total costs are not paid by service users). The financial and economic crisis 

combined with the austerity policy of the Flemish government, has put a stress on this 

financing source. And financing by municipalities appears rather unstable, postponing 

investments and maintenance as a result62. As indicated above, delays in protecting water 

resources as required under Article 7 of the WFD might also arise, with indirect impacts on 

tariffs for water services. 

Overall, the achievement of the targets and objectives of the WFD, but also of the Floods Directive, 

are expected to be delayed in the Flemish Region.  It is important to stress, however, that budget 

restrictions are only foreseen so far for the period 2011-2015. In 2015, a new assessment will be 

undertaken regarding the remaining measures for achieving the WFD goals, keeping in mind the 

funding that will be available at that moment. 

Evidence from Greece 

In the case of Greece, the poor financial situation is expected to reduce the priority level of 

environmental issues in general – including water issues. Against the current social and economic 

difficulties met by the country, environmental protection is not expected to be a priority. 

 Priorities will be given up to 2015 to basic measures required by older directives – which in 

itself will already be a significant financial challenge for the country63 or an implementation 

challenge (such as for the Nitrates Directive64). Supplementary measures will be, in their 

large majority, postponed. And achieving Good Ecological Status is considered as not realistic 

for the first RBMP planning cycle.  

 

 The recovery of costs by all users is likely to be affected, and it is unlikely increase in cost-

recovery levels will take place, in particular for the agriculture sector. The difficulties to 

increase cost-recovery rates might in turn lead to additional problems for funding new 

projects in the water and wastewater sector65. 

Evidence from Spain 

The question of the priority given to water is also raised for Spain. Indeed, the Spanish government’s 

initial commitment to prioritising investment in wastewater infrastructure has not been turned into 

fact: according to data collated by the construction industry body SEOPAN, the central government 

contracting for water infrastructure fell by 75% from €178 million in the first quarter of 2011 to €45 

million in Q1 of 2012. And the economic and financial crisis cannot be the sole factors explaining this 

                                                           
62 Which in turn might have negative environmental impacts locally.  
63 It was indicated during interviews that 60% roughly of the agglomerations between 2000 and 15000 inhabitants would fulfill the 
requirements of the Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive by 2015 – with the remaining requiring additional funding after this date.  
64 Despite financing, results obtained so far remain limited. It is interesting to note that farmers see today financing for supporting changes 
in farm practices (in line with the requirements of the Nitrates directive) more as a source of funding for improving their financial situation 
in these difficult time periods, and not as an incentive for reducing the pressures of their activities on the aquatic environment.   
65 The possibility for Public-Private Partnerships could be considered as a possible solution to today’s growing financing problems.  
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decrease, as road-building contracts soared in value by 715% (to €204 millions) over the same time 

period66. 

As indicated above, the overall financial revenues of the 6 water agencies in France were not 

affected by the economic and financial crisis. Thus, it could be assumed that sufficient financing is 

available for implementing the programme of measures proposed in the RBMPs. This, however, 

might be the case for measures that solely depend on water agency financing. For many measures, 

co-financing is required (be it from municipalities or from industrial operators) that might be affected 

by the economic and financial crisis.   

Evidence from France 

The analysis of the subsidies allocated by the Artois-Picardie water agency to the industrial sector 

showed for example a clear drop in the use of subsidies aimed at supporting pollution reduction 

projects of economic activities (agriculture excluded) in 2009. The economic/financial crisis is 

considered as a key factor that might explain this drop. It is interesting, however, to stress that the 

use of subsidies rapidly recovered its pre-2009 level: thus the crisis delayed projects by 1-2 years, but 

did not cancelled industry decisions linked to water improvement projects (these projects 

contributing to achieving the environmental objectives of the WFD).  

Figure 6 Annual financial support by the Artois-Picardie water agency to economic activities 
(agriculture excluded) for reducing pollution (2003 to 2012)67 

 

 

Figure 7 shows a similar trend in subsidies allocated by the Adour-Garonne water agency for reducing 

pollution from the industrial  sector: the decrease in total subsidies allocated observed for 2009 & 

2010 is followed by a “recovery” in 2011. The 2012 and potentially 2013 data would, however, be 

required to confirm that the level of subsidy allocation has been maintained afterwards.  

 

 

                                                           
66 http://www.globalwaterintel.com/news/2012/19/new-spanish-government-cuts-water-spending.html  
67 Source : Artois-Picardie water agency own internal data 

http://www.globalwaterintel.com/news/2012/19/new-spanish-government-cuts-water-spending.html
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Figure 7 Annual financial support by the Adour-Garonne water agency to industrial activities for 

reducing pollution (1997 to 2011) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evidence at European scale  

The impact of the economic crisis on projects and spending in the water sector was confirmed when 

looking at the trend in environmental protection expenditures in Europe (with water being only one 

component of these environmental expenditures). As illustrated in the figure below, there was a 

general increase in EU-27 environmental protection expenditures over most of the last decade. 

However, the decline between 2008 and 2009 reflects, at least to some degree, the impact of the 

financial and economic crisis. There was a reduction of 8.3 % in value terms in the expenditure made 

by industry, while expenditure declined by 2.6 % for specialised producers and 0.6 % for the public 

sector68. 

Figure 8 Environmental protection expenditure by sector, EU 27, 2002-2009 (EUR billion and % GDP – 

source: Eurostat)69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
68 Source : Eurostat – Statistics in focus. 23/2012. Environment and energy.  
69 Source Source : Eurostat – Statistics in focus. 23/2012. Environment and energy.  
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5.7. Will the economic and financial crisis affect in turn the mobilisation of 
European funds allocated to water management? 

No evidence could be found on the potential impact of the economic and financial crisis when 

looking at publicly available information on the overall use of structural and cohesion funds for 

different MS.  

Interviews from Greece, however, stressed that the financial and economic crisis might impact on the 

use of structural funds. Indeed, a major part of funding for the water sector is structural funds 

allocated to Greece. And the financial and economic crisis has made co-funding through national 

funds problematic, even if co-funding is relatively low (15% of total costs). This relates in particular to 

structural funds foreseen for investments in sewage treatment and water provision that might be 

less mobilised then what would have happened without the economic and financial crisis. As a result 

of these constraints (met also by other MS hit by the economic and financial crisis), the EU took the 

temporary decision to increase the EU co-financing rates from structural and cohesion funds for MS 

under financial difficulties.  

The review of the use of structural funds in Romania would also suggest that the economic and 

financial crisis has added another constraint to the absorption of these funds. While the absorption 

capacity of structural funds by Romania might be considered as unsatisfactory, the situation might 

have been made worse by the impact of the economic crisis, which has lead to the bankruptcy of a 

large number of SMEs, or other beneficiary applicants for structural funds, which were forced to give 

up cofinanced projects due to the precarious financing resources available for projects that had 

already been approved and for which the funding had already been contracted.70 

To capture the possible impact of the economic and financial crisis of European funds allocated to 

water management, additional analysis was made on the use of funds from the European Investment 

Bank (EIB) and from the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD). 

While the EIB loans to the water sector were lower in 2010 as compared to previous years and to 

2011 (see figure 9), this might more show fluctuations in funding arrangements than a specific 

impact of the economic and financial crisis.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
70 Zaman, G. and A. Cristea. 2011. EU Structural Funds Absorption in Romania: Obstacles and Issues 
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Figure 9 EIB loans to the water sector from 2007 to 2011 (source: EIB71) 

 

With regards to the EBRD, the analysis of the total value of projects supported by EBRD loans in the 

field of municipal and environmental infrastructure stresses the small slow down of project values for 

the years 2007 and 2008. Clearly, the “municipal and environmental infrastructure” field is wider 

than water-related infrastructure (although water represents a significant share of project values). 

And EBRD funds are allocated to non-EU countries. However, it seems to confirm the impact of the 

economic and financial crisis in delaying investments in the field of water.  

Figure 10 Total value of projects supported by EBRD loans – Municipal and Environmental 

Infrastructure (based on EBRD project data available on the EBRD web site72) 

 

 

                                                           
71 The European Investment Bank in the water sector: financing water supply, sanitation and flood protection 
72 http://www.ebrd.com/ 
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6. Conclusion 

In a climate of financial austerity, and increased uncertainty regarding  ecological conditions it is not 

easy to clarify what can be achieved by MS to increase revenues and finance water services, resource 

management and improve chemical and ecological status beyond enhanced demand management 

and classical adjustments within the cardinal three T’s of tariffs, taxes and transfers ; nor indeed how 

politically acceptable increased tariffs and other sources of finance may practicably be to 

implement.73 

Notwithstanding the positive impacts of EU financing mechanisms as transfers, long-term problems 

in financing the sector persist and are likely to be aggravated by the crisis. Increased pressure to 

drive economic recovery may yet further shift MS away from the principles of sound ecological 

governance such as the polluter pays principle.  The EU can play a vital role in highlighting the 

problems posed by economic developments that impose high environmental costs now and in the 

future.  For example, large capital intensive infrastructure developments that may impose ongoing 

cost liabilities and constraints for future generations.  Caution over desalination plants, and some 

major water resource developments would be key examples where MS are already looking to 

infrastructure to spearhead regeneration. 

One of the key features of enhanced austerity is scrutiny and caution, along with reduced finance 

and appetite for innovative approaches; despite the opportunities they may present. Whilst there 

are longstanding constraints on innovation in the sector, there is also considerable concern, including 

from private sector operators regarding enhanced innovation. There are significant concerns about 

constraints on business investment and the costs of environmental measures.  

The review that is presented here stresses that the economic crisis has had some (negative and 

positive) impacts on the water sector in different EU Member States, because of changes in 

behaviour of consumers, economic pressure on water users, financing constraints for local 

authorities, etc. In terms of the implementation of the water legislation, the crisis will lead to delays 

in the implementation of measures and in the achievement of objectives. But it is too early to grasp 

today the magnitude of “what will be delayed”.  Some of the impacts that could be identified include: 

 A limited reduction of pressure on aquatic ecosystem because of reduction in economic 

(industrial) activities. Part of this reduction has, however, only been temporary.  

 

 An increase in unpaid water bills, combined with a decrease in bottled water purchases by 

households. Because of the parallel increase in the bottled water price this did not affect the 

financial and economic viability of the bottled water industry; 

 

 With the degradation of economic conditions, and the negative impacts on household’s 

purchasing power, a significant slowdown in the demand for bio-food, that might indirectly 

lead to a lower reduction in pressures on the aquatic environment (in term of pesticide uses, 

e.g.) than what could have been anticipated without the economic crisis; 

 

                                                           
73 Inception Report, EU Water Blueprint, Inception Report Pressures and Impacts Study 
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 Changes in the management and organisation of water services such as changes reported 

for Greece (e.g. consolidation of municipal utilities) or for Ireland (e.g. water service tariff 

reform); 

 

 Changes in existing economic instruments applied to the water sector, be it negative (from a 

water point of view) such as in the Netherlands (abolishing two taxes linked to water) or 

positive (in the Netherland also) with the search for new innovative economic instruments 

for water management;  

 

 Adaptations in the implementation of the WFD and of its programme of measures, by 

making priorities in proposed measures, reducing the scope of some measures or delaying 

some investments to the second/third river basin management planning – this in turn putting 

uncertainty about the effectiveness of some measures and the achievement of the WFD 

environmental objectives in some MS. At the same time, applying the WFD Article 9 and 

increasing cost-recovery levels has proved to be clearly challenging in such austerity period 

because of increased affordability problems and very limited (political) acceptability;  

 

 A temporary reduction in the use of European funding, be it from structural and cohesion 

funds, the EBRD or EIB. This resulted in particular from the reduced priority given to the 

environment and potential difficulties in mobilizing sufficient funds for co-funding.  

Overall, the impacts presented are based on very partial evidence based on illustrative situations and 

a limited number of interviews with water sector representatives. Providing quantified information 

that would help grasping the importance of short-term and long-term impacts on the water sector at 

the European scale would clearly require a more robust, systematic and comprehensive analysis that 

remains out of the scope of the present study.  

 

 

 


