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8.4. CLASSIFICATION OF ECO LOGICAL STATUS  

8.4.1. WFD REQUIREMENTS RELATED  TO ECOLOGICAL STATUS 

Ecological status is an expression of the quality of the structure and functioning of aquatic 

ecosystems associated with surface waters, classified in accordance with Annex V. Ecological 

status is the fundamentally new concept of the WFD, distinguishing the Directive from other 

water directives. The main objective of the WFD is that all surface waters should be in good 

or better ecological status by 2015 (Article 4 Environmental objectives). High, Good and 

Moderate ecological status is further described in the normative definitions in Annex V for 

biological and supporting quality elements within each surface water category (rivers, lakes, 

transitional and coastal waters). The biological quality elements include phytoplankton, 

benthic flora, benthic invertebrate fauna and fish, while the supporting quality elements 

include general physico-chemical quality elements (e.g. nutrients, organic matter, oxygen, 

turbidity etc.), specific national pollutants and hydromorphological quality elements. 

Each Member State is obliged to develop methods to assess ecological status for all biological 

quality elements. Assessment methods for the supporting quality elements must be linked to 

the biological quality elements according to the normative definitions given in Annex V. 

Methods should be developed for the full range of quality elements to allow detection of all 

pressures on surface water bodies and together provide a holistic picture of the ecological 

status of the aquatic environment. The ecological status of each water body is determined by 

the quality element having the lowest status class, according to the one-out-all-out principle. 

This principle is at the heart of integrated river basin management that addresses all pressures 

and impacts on aquatic environment. It ensures that the negative impact of the most dominant 

pressure on the most sensitive quality element is not averaged out and obscured by minor 

impacts of less severe pressures or by less sensitive quality elements responding to the same 

pressure. All water bodies that are currently in less than good ecological status must be 

restored to good or better ecological status through the programme of measures, without 

prejudice to the possible and proper application of exemptions.  

To ensure comparable definitions of good ecological status across Europe, Member States are 

also obliged to intercalibrate the good ecological status class boundaries of their methods for 

each biological quality element in each water category with other Member States having 

common types of water bodies. Intercalibration is a distinct obligation at EU level in addition 

to the obligation to develop national ecological status methods, i.e. the lack of success of 

intercalibration does not exempt Member States from the obligation of developing assessment 

methods for all biological quality elements. 

8.4.2.  Assessment of ecological status: main findings at EU level 

Most Member States have a national, rather than a regional or RBD specific, approach to 

ecological status assessment. Some Member States have a regional approach where different 

assessment methods are developed for all or for some biological quality elements, e.g. in 

Spain: Catalonia versus other Spanish regions; in Belgium: the Flemish Region versus the 
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Walloon Region; as well as the different parts of the UK: Scotland, England and Wales, 

Northern Ireland. 

¶ Ecological status assessment methods, development and application 

In most Member States, WFD-compliant assessment methods for the classification of 

ecological status were not fully developed for all biological quality elements (BQEs), in time 

for the first RBMPs, see table 8.4.1. The most common biological methods developed are 

phytoplankton (chlorophyll a) in lakes and benthic fauna in rivers. The BQEs that were least 

developed in rivers are phytoplankton and macrophytes, and in lakes phytobenthos, benthic 

invertebrates and fish. Assessment methods show the most gaps for transitional waters (all 

BQEs) and for coastal waters, where particularly macroalgae and angiosperms were fully 

developed only in a few Member States. 
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Legend: 

Method available

Method under development or incomplete information

Method not developed or no information

Differences in river basin districts: methods partially available, partially under development or incomplete information

Differences in river basin districts: methods partially under development, partially not developed or no information

Differences in river basin districts: development of methods shows complete range from developed to undeveloped

Not relevant  

Table 8.4.1: Overview of Ecological status assessment methods for different biological quality elements, based 

on assessment of information reported in the first RBMPs. PP = Phytoplankton, MP = Macrophytes, PB = 

Phytobenthos, BI = Benthic invertebrates, FI = Fish, MA = Macroalgae, AG = Angiosperms. Colour legend 

given below table. 

Source: WISE 

 

There are several uncertainties in the overview of the level of development of BQE methods 

in each Member State presented in table 8.4.1. These uncertainties are related to availability 

and quality of information about the national methods, and to whether a national method for a 

BQE actually has been applied in the first RBMPs for all RBDs. There is also uncertainty 

related to inconsistent information in different sources of information (the RBMP, 

information reported in WISE, national classification guidance). 

Still, the overall picture indicates that fully WFD-compliant assessment methods were not in 

place for all BQEs for the first RBMPs. Although some of the gaps can be scientifically 

justified, e.g. too high variability for certain BQEs relative to certain pressures or mix of 

pressures, others gaps may be caused by insufficient efforts in terms of monitoring, data 
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analysis and metric development. Thus, in many Member States, the assessment of ecological 

status in this first cycle of RBMPs was based on pressure and impact data rather than on 

biological monitoring data for a large proportion of water bodies
1
. The confidence in the 

assessment of ecological status for those countries that have not developed methods is 

therefore low or unknown
2
, and comparability with the assessments from other Member 

States questionable (see intercalibration section below). 

Most of the biological assessment methods are able to detect nutrient and organic matter 

pressures from point and diffuse sources causing eutrophication and organic enrichment 

impacts. Hydromorphological pressures are less well captured by the biological assessment 

methods developed for the first RBMPs
3
, and are thus less well assessed. 

 

Figure 8.4.1:Percentage of biological assessment methods able to detect certain pressures  

Source:RBMPs  

 

Further development of national methods for biological quality elements has recently been 

done, after the adoption of the first RBMPs, supported by major EU research projects like 

REBECCA and WISER. However, the majority of national methods still address mainly 

eutrophication and organic enrichment impacts. Biological assessment methods addressing 

hydromorphological pressures are still lacking in many member states. On-going research 

projects (e.g. REFORM
4
) may provide a better basis for such methods to be developed and 

applied for the next RBMP cycle. 

Standards have been set for some supporting physico-chemical and hydromorphological 

quality elements. However, most of the physico-chemical standards relate to nutrients and 

organic matter
5
 and are in most cases not clearly linked to the good/moderate class boundaries 

for the sensitive biological quality elements. If the programme of measures is based on 

nutrient standards that are too relaxed relative to the good/moderate boundaries for the 

biological quality elements, then good ecological status may not be achievable. Thus, further 

                                                 
1
  See Figure 3.2 in EEA/ETC Thematic assessment of Ecological and Chemical status and pressures 

2
  See Figure 3.4 in EEA/ETC Thematic assessment of Ecological and Chemical status and pressures 

3
  Sebastian Birk, Wendy Bonne, Angel Borja, Sandra Brucet, Anne Courrat, Sandra Poikane, Angelo 

Solimini, Wouter van de Bund, Nikolaos Zampoukas, Daniel Hering, 2012. Three hundred ways to 

assess Europeôs surface waters: An almost complete overview of biological methods to implement the 

Water Framework Directive, Ecological indicators, 18: 31-41. 
4
  http://www.reformrivers.eu 

5
  'Pressures and Measures study' - report for Specific pollutants.  

http://www.reformrivers.eu/
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efforts are needed to adjust the nutrient standards to be coherent with the good/moderate 

boundaries for the biological quality elements for the next cycle of RBMPs.   

Hydromorphological standards are less well developed than nutrient standards. Further 

developments are clearly needed, using available CEN standards for rivers and lakes habitat 

surveys, as well as new research results and good practice examples. 

In terms of national specific pollutants, EQS values have been set for some national specific 

pollutants in many Member States, but it is not always transparent how these substances have 

been identified and whether the methodology used follows Annex V, section 1.2.6. There is a 

wide difference in the identification of river basin specific pollutants. Some Member States 

have identified dozens of substances whilst others only a handful of substances already 

regulated before the WFD (by Directive 76/464/EEC). In addition, the EQS set by the 

Member States vary widely from country to country for the same substance. For example, the 

EQS for 1,1,2-Trichloroethane range from 10 to 300 ɛg/l, and for the pesticide MCPA from 

0.01 to 1.6 ɛg/l. This puts into question the comparability of the classification of ecological 

status. Moreover, generally very low exceedances of EQS values have been reported, and it is 

generally not transparent which river basin specific pollutants are responsible for exceeding 

good ecological status, and in which water bodies. 

The one-out-all-out principle  has been applied to derive the overall ecological status by 

almost all Member States, sometimes excluding highly uncertain quality elements. In Finland, 

an alternative procedure was used which is based on a weight-of-evidence approach. This 

approach combines information from all the monitored QEs by using average status class after 

down-weighting or excluding highly uncertain QEs. The use of different combination 

methods undermines the comparability achieved in the intercalibration exercise because 

methods have been intercalibrated at BQE level. The overall ecological status of a water body 

will not be comparable to a water body with similar type and pressures in other countries due 

to these different combination methods. By averaging the results of various quality elements 

Member States incur in risks of hiding existing significant impacts. The weight-of-evidence 

approach is not WFD-compliant and does not respect the precautionary principle to ensure 

protection of the most sensitive BQE to the various pressures. 

The RBMPs provide no clear picture on whether or not ecological status assessment methods 

have been developed for all national surface water body types or whether there are gaps. In 

some Member States and for some BQEs the assessment methods are not type-specific, but 

rather more generally applied for all national types (e.g. benthic fauna methods for rivers and 

coastal waters). Other methods are more type-specific with a unique set of reference values 

and class boundaries for each national type although it is unclear whether all national types 

are covered. In general, the transparency of the information about availability of methods, 

reference conditions, class boundaries and applicability to national types can be substantially 

improved. 

Only few MSs have used all relevant quality elements in ecological status assessment of 

surveillance monitoring sites. The quality elements used by most Member States are benthic 

invertebrates in rivers, phytoplankton (mainly chlorophyll a) in lakes, and both benthic 

invertebrates and phytoplankton (mainly chlorophyll a) in coastal and transitional waters, as 

well as supporting QEs for all water categories. Fish is also used by many Member States for 
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classification of rivers and transitional waters. Benthic flora is less used than the other BQEs 

in all the water categories, in spite of the existence of WFD compliant assessment methods.
 

The most sensitive biological quality elements have been selected for ecological status 

assessment for operational monitoring sites in some Member States, while others use only 

supporting QEs. This is particularly done for lakes, only adding chlorophyll a. For rivers, 

most Member States use mainly benthic invertebrates and/or fish in addition to supporting 

QEs, while phytobenthos is often ignored. The limited use of phytobenthos for assessing 

ecological status in some Member States is surprising, as this BQE is the most sensitive BQE 

to nutrient enrichment, which is still affecting a large proportion of Europeôs waters. Thus, the 

ecological impacts of nutrient pressures in rivers may not be sufficiently detected, especially 

where nutrient standards are not set in accordance with the good-moderate boundaries for the 

most sensitive BQE (i.e. phytobenthos). For coastal and transitional waters most Member 

States use benthic invertebrates and phytoplankton in addition to supporting QEs
6
.     

For most Member States a background document or national/regional classification 

guidance document exists, but in some cases this document was not reported by the RBMPs, 

nor found in the annexes, thus causing problems for the assessment of ecological status 

methods. Given the key role that the assessment of ecological status plays in the 

implementation of the WFD, transparency on the methods used is important and Member 

States should make publicly available the methods used. 

Uncertainty is a problematic issue in the first RBMPs. There is no common understanding 

across Member States on how uncertainty should be assessed, and the information reported on 

uncertainty is often insufficient or missing in the RBMPs and associated documents. This lack 

of information concerns especially the uncertainty in the assessment methods themselves, e.g. 

uncertainty in relationships between the biological metrics used and the main pressures, as 

well as uncertainty in the boundary setting. The uncertainty in the actual status assessment of 

ecological status of water bodies are reported by most Member States in confidence categories 

(low, medium, high), with no or little information on spatial and temporal variability. Low 

confidence or no information on confidence is reported for ca. 60% of all classified water 

bodies, while less than 20% are classified with high confidence at the EU level
7
. This 

illustrates the generally low confidence in the ecological status assessment in these first 

RBMPs. Moreover, a large proportion of water bodies are classified by grouping, especially 

in Member States with a high number of water bodies (e.g. SE). Assessing water bodies by 

grouping without any monitoring data increases the uncertainty but may be justified in areas 

where most water bodies are of the same type and are subject to the same level of pressures 

and hence can be assumed to present the same ecological status. 

¶ Intercalibration of ecological status assessment methods and compliance with 

intercalibrated class boundaries 

                                                 
6
  For further information see EEA State-of-Water 2012 report (see figure 3.2 in the draft report on 

Ecological status and pressures http://forum.eionet.europa.eu/nrc-eionet-freshwater/library/public-

section/2012-state-water-thematic-assessments/ecological-and-chemical-status-draft-feb2012  
7
  See figure 3.4 in the EEA/ETC draft report on Ecological status and pressures 

http://forum.eionet.europa.eu/nrc-eionet-freshwater/library/public-section/2012-state-water-thematic-

assessments/ecological-and-chemical-status-draft-feb2012  

http://forum.eionet.europa.eu/nrc-eionet-freshwater/library/public-section/2012-state-water-thematic-assessments/ecological-and-chemical-status-draft-feb2012
http://forum.eionet.europa.eu/nrc-eionet-freshwater/library/public-section/2012-state-water-thematic-assessments/ecological-and-chemical-status-draft-feb2012
http://forum.eionet.europa.eu/nrc-eionet-freshwater/library/public-section/2012-state-water-thematic-assessments/ecological-and-chemical-status-draft-feb2012
http://forum.eionet.europa.eu/nrc-eionet-freshwater/library/public-section/2012-state-water-thematic-assessments/ecological-and-chemical-status-draft-feb2012
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The class boundaries for ecological status assessment reported in the first RBMPs are mostly 

consistent with the results of the intercalibration of phase 1
8
 with minor deviations in some 

Member States. Large inconsistencies with more relaxed boundaries are rarely found but the 

reporting is unclear to allow consideration of consistency in some cases. The RBMPs are also 

often unclear on whether the intercalibration results have been properly ótranslatedô to other 

national surface water types that have not been intercalibrated
9
. 

A large proportion of biological methods required for assessing ecological status in the 

different water categories were not intercalibrated in phase 1, partly due to the lack of national 

assessment methods but in some cases due to large differences between the national 

assessment methods. No assessment methods were intercalibrated for fish in phase 1, and for 

lake phytoplankton most methods were limited to only chlorophyll a. Also phytobenthos in 

lakes and macrophytes in rivers were not intercalibrated in phase 1. Transitional waters 

assessment methods were not intercalibrated for any BQE in phase 1 mainly due to the lack of 

national assessment methods. Thus, the phase 1 results are uncomplete and a second phase 

was needed to close remaining gaps. 

The second phase of the Intercalibration process, mostly completed in 2011-2012, has 

provided improved comparability of national methods for several BQEs after further 

adjustment of metrics, reference values and class boundaries, as well as results for some of the 

BQEs remaining after phase 1. When these intercalibrated class boundaries are adopted in the 

new IC Decision (due to be approved by the end of 2012) they should be applied for status 

assessment as a basis for the preparation of the second RBMPs. 

 

8.4.3. Conclusions 

¶ The development of classification systems for the assessment of ecological status 

was one of the most challenging tasks in the implementation of the WFD. 

¶ Many Member States have made a huge effort to develop and implement WFD-

compliant methods to assess ecological status of their water bodies. The progress has 

been impressive. Thanks to this effort, the methods for assessing ecological status of 

surface waters in Europe today are better than before the WFD. 

¶ The work at EU level through the CIS Working Group A Ecological Status 

(ECOSTAT), in particular in the context of the intercalibration exercise facilitated by 

the Commission, has been essential in achieving this progress, not only for the work 

delivered but also for the extensive exchange of information and knowledge that this 

has fostered. 

¶ However, for the first RBMPs, many Member States did not apply the new methods 

but primarily used their traditional assessment methods, e.g. benthic fauna and 

                                                 
8
  Intercalibration decision COM/915/2008 

9
  The WFD Committee approved guidelines on how to translate the results of the intercalibration exercise 

into national types at their meeting in May 2008. 
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phytoplankton chlorophyll, as well as supporting general physico-chemical QEs. 

Thus, there is a need to overcome the weight of tradition (business as usual) and start 

to apply the new WFD-compliant methods including more complete phytoplankton  

methods (not only chlorophyll), benthic flora and fish to a larger extent. 

¶ Moreover, there are still important gaps and weaknesses remaining, especially 

concerning assessment methods for transitional and coastal waters which are 

important in view of the implementation of the Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive; benthic flora in rivers and fish in rivers, lakes and transitional waters, as 

well as methods sensitive to hydromorphological pressures in all water categories. 

¶ The obligation to identify river basin specific pollutants and set EQS for them has not 

been equally observed, with some Member States identifying many more than others, 

and some standards being much less stringent than others for the same substances. 

This has implications for the comparability of conclusions drawn regarding 

ecological status.   

 

8.4.4. Recommendations for improvement in the next planning cycles 

¶ Member States are encouraged to be ambitious in terms of developing and improving 

assessment methods to remove the gaps and reduce the weaknesses remaining after 

the first RBMPs and the second phase of intercalibration (see conclusions above). 

The GIG and ECOSTAT structures and guidance, as well as results from WFD 

support projects, e.g. WISER and REFORM should be used as support. 

¶ Biological indicators for other major pressures than organic pollution and 

eutrophication are still missing in many Member States and should be developed. 

This is particularly important to assess impacts of hydromorphological pressures 

which are currently reported to affect a large proportion of Europeôs waters. 

¶ Methods included in the Official Intercalibration Decision based the second phase of 

the intercalibration process should be applied, including more complete 

phytoplankton methods (not only chlorophyll), as well as benthic flora and fish to a 

larger extent. 

¶ Standards for supporting QEs, including nutrient standards, should be better linked to 

the good-moderate boundaries for the most sensitive BQEs. This is important to 

ensure coherent assessments and sufficient ambition level in terms of mitigation 

measures to reduce nutrient pressures to a level compatible with the achievement of 

good ecological status. 

¶ National guidance documents on classification should be revised taking the final 

results of intercalibration into account. Translation of Intercalibration results for 

common types to the national types must be made more transparent and clear-cut 

than for the first RBMPs. 
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¶ Monitoring of sensitive BQEs should be increased to provide more reliable 

assessments with known confidence and uncertainty, as a basis for more targeted 

PoMs for the next cycle of RBMPs. 

¶ The status assessment should be used as the main driver for the selection of targeted 

measures, complemented as necessary with other information, such as pressure data. 

¶ The substantial flexibility allowed by the WFD for Member States to develop 

national methods and typologies has resulted in a wide variety of national types (ca. 

2200) and national assessment methods (ca. 300, Birk et al. 2012). Although these 

may be appropriate at the national level and have also to some extent been 

intercalibrated, their large variation makes comparability of ecological status across 

Europe difficult. Comparability could be further facilitated by progressing towards a 

larger degree of harmonisation of national types and national methods, also taking 

into account the fact that many RBDs are shared with other Member States. 

¶ Identification of relevant specific national pollutants should be improved in the 

context of the update of the pressure-impact analyses under WFD Article 5. The 

methods for setting of EQS values for these specific pollutants should be more 

transparent
10

. 

¶ Regarding the specific pollutants it is hoped that the standards for different 

substances will be more similar in future if Member States collaborate to derive them 

or at least follow the Common Implementation Strategy Guidance for Deriving 

Environmental Quality Standards that was published in 2011. 

 

8.5. Classification of chemical status for surface waters  

8.5.1. Introduction 

Good surface water chemical status means the chemical status required to meet the 

environmental objectives for surface waters established in Article 4(1)(a) of the WFD, that is 

the chemical status achieved by a body of surface water in which concentrations of pollutants 

do not exceed the environmental quality standards established in Annex IX and under Article 

16(7), and under other relevant Community legislation setting environmental quality 

standards at Community level. 

Decision 2455/2001/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 November 2001 

established the list of priority substances in the field of water policy. The Decision identified 

the substances for which quality standards were to be set at Community level which was 

implemented by means of Directive 2008/105/EC (EQS Directive (EQSD)). Eight other 

pollutants that were regulated by Directive 76/464/EEC were also incorporated into the 

assessment of chemical status. The EQSD includes a number of other obligations related to 

                                                 
10

 Reference to CIS Technical guidance document on deriving EQS. 
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priority substances such as monitoring of sediment and biota and the establishment of an 

inventory of emissions, discharges and losses. 

Directive 2009/90/EC (QA/QC Directive) on the quality and comparability of chemical 

monitoring completes the legislative framework providing minimum performance criteria to 

ensure the quality of the analytical results. The deadline for transposition of the QA/QC 

Directive into national legislation was 21 August 2009, just before adoption of the RBMPs. 

8.5.2. Status of implementation of the EQSD for the first RBMP 

The list of priority substances was published in 2001 but the EQS were published only in the 

EQSD at the end of 2008. The transposition of the EQSD into national legislation was due in 

July 2010, after the adoption of the RBMPs. The EQSs were known from June 2006, at the 

time that the Commission proposed the EQSD. The EQSs were not discussed during the 

negotiations. The obligations for monitoring priority substances under the WFD Article 8 

were fully in place by the end of 2006, as the list of substances was already known. 

The timing of the adoption and transposition of the EQSD has influenced the uptake of the 

derived obligations in the first RBMPs. Some Member States have implemented the EQSs as 

laid down in the EQSD for all priority substances. In many RBMPs the situation is unclear. 

Others have implemented existing national standards or have even taken into consideration 

other national river basin specific pollutants in the assessment of chemical status, which is 

clearly not in line with the WFD. 

Furthermore, the extent of monitoring of priority substances across the EU has been very 

diverse. Only very few Member States have monitored all priority substances. The grounds 

for the selection of substances to monitor in other cases are generally unclear. The result is 

that the basis for the assessment of chemical status is different across Member States. Overall, 

the extent of monitoring is insufficient to provide an assessment of chemical status as proved 

by the high percentage of surface water bodies with unknown status (above 40%). 

As a consequence of the above elements, the chemical status of water bodies as reported by 

Member States is hardly comparable. 

 

8.5.3. EQS used for assessment of chemical status of surface waters 

The following table presents an overview of the degree of application in the RBMPs of the 

EQSs laid down by the EQSD in the assessment of chemical status (see country specific parts 

of the Commission Staff Working Document for more details). 

Member 

State 

Application of standards in the EQSD in the first RBMP 

AT It is stated in the RBMPs that the priority substances and other pollutants in the EQSD were used in 

the assessment of chemical status. The chemical pollution by-law in force at the time of the RBMP 

includes national standards that are less stringent than those in the EQSD for a number of priority 

substances. In addition, the following substances are missing: chloroalkanes, fluoranthene, nickel, 

polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) and tributyltin compounds (TBT).  

BE It is stated in the RBMPs that the priority substances and other pollutants in Annex I of the EQSD 
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Member 

State 

Application of standards in the EQSD in the first RBMP 

were used in the assessment of chemical status; however the biota standards for mercury, 

hexachlorobenzene and hexachlorobutadiene were not applied, and three priority substances were 

not monitored.  

BG The EQSs in the EQSD were applied for the water phase only for those priority substances, for 

which there were results from monitoring. No data were collected for a number of priority 

substances such as brominated diphenylether (BDE), C10 ï 13 cchloralkanes, di(2-ethylhexyl) 

phthalate (DEHP), nonylphenol, octylphenol, pentachlorophenol, and tributyltin compounds (TBT). 

Insufficient datasets were reported for alachlor, chlorfenvinphos, chlorpyrifos, diuron, isoproturon, 

trifluralin and in general the confidence level of data on priority substances was low. 

CY It is stated that the EQSs for the priority substances and other pollutants in the EQSD were applied 

for the assessment of chemical status. However, not all pollutants/measurements were used for the 

assessment of chemical status, leading to a ónot assessed/unclearô chemical status for 53 out of 216 

river WBs and for two out of 18 lake WBs. 

CZ A version of the proposed EQSD dated 21 June 2007 was used to set up the monitoring parameters, 

AA and MAC values. All the substances and corresponding EQS in Annex I of the EQSD were 

taken into consideration in assessing the chemical status with two exceptions: 4-nonylphenol (only 

nonylphenol with CAS No. 25154-52-3 is covered) and five out of six BDE congeners were not 

covered. This is because the methodologies for chemical status assessment were set in 2007 based 

on the 2007 working version of the EQSD, and some inaccurate interpretation occurred. 

DE In principle the EQSs for the priority substances and other pollutants in the EQSD were applied in 

the assessment of chemical status, however, there are numerous discrepancies or lack of clarity 

regarding whether all EQSs were really applied in the different German Federal States. The 

assessment of chemical status in Germany depended on the availability of data. Several Lander 

reported that monitoring did not include all priority substances (BDE, C10-13 chloroalkanes, TBT). 

Some national quality standards were used as well, e.g. the EQSs for chlorpyrifos was higher than 

that in the EQSD.  

DK The EQSD was formally applied but many substances were not taken into consideration. In 

Bornholm and Vidaa RBDs data on priority substances are missing. For lakes, the substances listed 

in Annex I were not measured at all in Jutland RBD and in other RBDs only a few data are 

available. The monitoring programme was more about spot checking rather than a monthly regular 

activity. Its overall output for chemical status assessment is thus vague.   

EE From RBMPs it is not clear whether EQSs from the EQSD have been applied for the assessment of 

the chemical status. There is a lack of monitoring data as insufficient monitoring programmes for 

priority substances were in place. 

EL No assessment provided. 

ES Information is available only for Catalonia. Chemical status was assessed by analysing the priority 

substances included in Annex X of the WFD (Decision 2455/2001/EC), modified by Directive 

2008/105/CE, and with the objectives set by Directive 76/464/CEE. The overall procedure is 

however unclear and some parameters were reported missing due to high limits of quantification 

(LOQs) of the analytical methods used. 

FI RBMPs were prepared in compliance with the provisions of the WFD, Decision No 2455/2001/EC 

and Directive 2006/11/EC. The EQSD was not applied for the chemical status assessment of waters 

in the RBMPs reported in 2010 because it was transposed only by 13 July 2010. Only those priority 

substances were monitored for which discharges into water were known based on a risk analysis 

and presence of which in water had been verified by sample surveys and for which suitable 

analytical techniques were available. Several priority substances were thus excluded from the 

chemical status assessment (e.g., TBT, BDE, C10-13 chloroalkanes, chlorobenzenes, chlorinated 

hydrocarbons, PAH). Analyses of biota and sediments were not considered. 

FR All substances listed in Annex I of the EQSD were used for the assessment of chemical status of 

inland and other surface waters in the Scheldt, Somme and coastal waters of the Channel and the 

North Sea, Seine and Normandy coastal waters, Corsica and  Loire, Brittany and Vendee coastal 

waters RBDs. Information was not clear for Rhone and Coastal Mediterranean, Adour, Garonne, 

Dordogne, Charente and coastal waters of Aquitania, Meuse, Sambre, Rhine, Guadeloupe, 

Martinique, Guyana and Reunion RBDs. 
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Member 

State 

Application of standards in the EQSD in the first RBMP 

HU Most of the EQSs in the EQSD were applied for chemical status assessment except those for which 

there was no analytical methodology / laboratory available (BDE, C10-13 chloroalkanes, TBT). 

IE The EQSD was applied (except for trifluralin) but it is not clear which substances were monitored. 

It seems that only a fraction of SWBs was assessed for chemical status. 

IT The basis for the assessment of the chemical status is unclear in all RBDs. It is not clear what was 

monitored, in which water category and which EQSs were used.  For 77.6% of all SWBs the 

chemical status is unknown with strong differences across the RBDs (chemical status was unknown 

for 100% of the SWBs in two RBDs). For a number of RBDs it is not clear which priority 

substances were monitored.  

LT Chemical status compliance checking was based on the national standards, which did not include 

all priority substances from the EQSD; for those included, the extent of compliance is not clear. 

The procedure applied for chemical status assessment is not clear; it seems to be based on 

incomplete monitoring. Only substances registered to be released and allowed to circulate in 

international rivers were monitored.   

LU In principle the EQSs for the priority substances and other pollutants in Annex I of the EQSD were 

applied for the assessment of chemical status (higher MAC-EQS were applied for anthracene and 

hexachloro-cyclohexane (HCH)) but it is not clear if all of them were measured in all SWBs. There 

is an indication that only a limited number of monitoring sites was examined.  

LV Only four priority substances (cadmium, lead, nickel and mercury) were monitored in water and the 

required frequency of monitoring was not respected. Only those priority substances were monitored 

for which following the justifications for selection could be found: (i) where significant amounts of 

substances were discharged according to the permits issued by the regional environmental 

authorities; (ii) which are strategically significant for the country, e.g., transboundary water bodies. 

MT Assessment of the chemical status was based on risk assessment and was not verified by 

monitoring.  

NL Although it is mentioned in all Dutch RBMPs that some of the priority substances were not used for 

the assessment of the chemical status, recent information from the Netherlands indicated that all 

priority substances were included in the assessment. 

PL The EQSs for the substances listed in Annex I of the EQSD were used in the chemical status 

assessment, but it is not clear whether all of them were applied in each water body. 

PT No assessment was provided. 

RO It is stated in the RBMP that chemical status assessment is based on the EQS values laid down in 

Annex I of the EQSD, including MAC and AA. However, the biota standards for mercury, 

hexachlorobenzene and hexachlorobutadiene were not applied, and substances were monitored only 

if significant discharges were identified. 

SE It is not clear in the RBMPs which priority substances were monitored for chemical status 

assessment, nor which matrix they were monitored in. The informal Swedish feedback clarified that 

all priority substances except hexachlorobutadiene (HCBD) were regularly monitored. 

SI Classification of chemical status was based on all priority substances but some priority substances 

were not included in the assessment of chemical status, since their limits of detection (LOD) were 

higher than the corresponding EQSs (TBT, trifluralin, some PAHs). There was no monitoring of 

priority substances in lakes. 

SK All EQSs in Annex I of the EQSD were applied for the assessment of the chemical status of SWBs, 

but the biota standards for mercury, hexachlorobenzene and hexachlorobutadiene were not applied, 

and in most SWBs not all priority substances were monitored. 

UK In England and Wales, monitoring of priority substances was largely based on permitted discharges 

and the choice of substance and location was as for existing legislation. In Scotland, SEPA 

monitored priority substances at surveillance sites for which there where likely sources giving rise 

to discharges into the catchment of the water body concerned. However, a number of priority 

substances were not monitored at all. Nor does information on monitoring in lakes appear to have 

been provided. In general, a large proportion of water bodies were not monitored for priority 

substances and their chemical status is therefore unknown. 

Table 8.5.1: Overview of application of standards in the EQSD in the first RBMP  

Source:RBMPs 
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8.5.4. EQSs for biota for mercury, HCB and HCBD 

According to the Article 3(2 a) of the EQSD, Member States may opt to apply, for mercury 

and its compounds, an EQS of 20 ɛg/kg, and/or for hexachlorobenzene (HCB), an EQS of 10 

ɛg/kg, and/or for hexachlorobutadiene (HCBD), an EQS of 55 ɛg/kg, these EQS being for 

prey tissue (wet weight), choosing the most appropriate indicator from among fish, molluscs, 

crustaceans and other biota. In order to allow Member States flexibility depending on their 

monitoring strategy, Member States should be able either to monitor and apply those EQS for 

biota, or to establish EQS for surface water that provide the same level of protection. 

EQS in biota were applied only in NL, NO, SE and UK, while the RBMPs of other countries 

either reported negatively on this issue or made no reference to the use of the biota EQS for 

the above substances. 

According to footnote 9 of Annex I to the EQSD, where Member States do not apply the 

standards for biota for the three substances in Article 3(2)a of the EQSD, they should 

introduce a water standard that is more stringent than the one in Annex I to the EQSD. There 

is no indication that any Member State has set such a standard for the first RBMP. As a 

consequence, an assessment of chemical status for mercury, HCB and HCBD as good in the 

first RBMP, if made against the water standard, cannot be assumed to represent a sufficiently 

protective situation. 

 

8.5.5. EQSs for sediment and biota for other substances 

According to the Article 3(2)b of the EQSD, Member States may opt to apply EQS for 

sediment and/or biota instead of those laid down in Part A of Annex I (33 priority substances 

plus 8 other pollutants) in certain categories of surface water. Member States that apply this 

option shall establish and apply EQS for sediment and/or biota for specified substances. 

Only BE, ES (Distrito Fluvial de Cataluña), IT and NO opted to derive EQSs for sediment 

and/or biota for some of the 33 plus 8 substances (see country specific parts of the 

Commission Staff Working Document for more details). 

8.5.6. Measurements lower than the limit of quantification 

Article 5 of the QA/QC Directive requires Member States to apply certain rules for handling 

measurements lower than the limit of quantification.  

Information about compliance with Article 5 of the Directive 2009/90/EC (QA/QC Directive) 

was generally not reported. Only AT, LU, RO, SI and UK provided some information 

indicating that they are already applying the provisions of this Directive. 

 

8.5.7. Background Concentrations & Bioavailability 

Annex I Part B of the Directive 2008/105/EC stipulates that Member States may, when 

assessing the monitoring results against the EQS, take into account: 
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(a) Natural background concentrations for metals and their compounds, if they prevent 

compliance with the EQS value; 

(b) Hardness, pH or other water quality parameters that affect the bioavailability of 

metals. 

The background concentrations were considered in the assessment of compliance with EQS in 

AT, IE, IT and RO while the bioavailability of metals was not considered in any of the 

RBMPs. 

 

8.5.8. Identification of EQS exceedances  

Based on the results of the monitoring campaigns and compliance checks against the EQSs, 

Member States assessed the chemical status of surface water bodies. A number of priority 

substances/certain other pollutants were identified as causing failure of good chemical status 

of certain water bodies and these failures were reported in the RBMPs. Information on the 

priority substances causing failure to achieve WFD environmental objectives was missing in a 

large number of RBMPs. 

For the majority of reviewed RBDs, data on the priority substances causing failure were 

provided but examination of the existing monitoring networks revealed the following facts: 

¶ There are large percentages of water bodies that have not been assessed for chemical 

status (i.e. status is unknown). Generally, most Member States only classify chemical 

status of water bodies for which they have some monitoring information. 

¶ Many monitoring programmes seem to be rather limited in terms of numbers of 

substances and monitoring stations. It is not transparent how the selection of the 

substances that are monitored has been carried out. There are many statements related 

to substances ódischarged in the basinô but there is no further evidence or justification 

provided from WFD-compliant monitoring programmes. 

¶ The above mentioned gaps in monitoring networks explain why in many cases the 

substances causing failures are not identified or reported either in WISE or in the 

RBMPs. Therefore, it is not possible to know what is causing the problems. 

 

8.5.9. Mixing zones 

According to Article 4 of the Directive 2009/105/EC Member States may designate mixing 

zones adjacent to points of discharge. Concentrations of one or more substances listed in Part 

A of Annex I may exceed the relevant EQS within such mixing zones if they do not affect the 

compliance of the rest of the body of surface water with those standards. 

The use of mixing zones was reported only by two Member States: AT and ES (Catalonia 

RBD). In AT, pursuant to §5 (6) of the Austrian law when providing permits for discharges of 

the priority and national substances into SWB, the allowable pollutant loads have to be set in 

a way that the EQS are met within a certain distance from the discharge (the mixing zone). 

This distance is normally ten times the width of the SWB at the point of discharge, but limited 

to 1 kilometre. In Catalonia, mixing zones have been considered for rivers and coastal waters. 
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In coastal waters the zones have a radius of 50 meters around the outflow of the discharge into 

the sea. In rivers the mixing zone is designated in a stretch of river 50 m downstream from the 

wastewater discharge point. 

 

8.5.10. Conclusions 

¶ As a result of different degrees of implementation of the EQSD in the first RBMPs 

there is a lack of comparability of the information on chemical status of surface water 

bodies among Member States. 

¶ Only few Member States opted to apply, according to the Article 3(2 a) of the 

Directive 2008/105/EC, EQSs for mercury and its compounds, hexachlorobenzene 

and/or hexachlorobutadiene in biota.  However, no Member State has set more 

stringent EQSs for mercury in water as required by the Directive 2008/105/EC where 

the biota standards are not used. The necessity of a very careful and sensitive 

monitoring of mercury in the environment can be demonstrated by the situation in 

Sweden where atmospheric deposition of mercury was found as one of the major 

environmental problems with the effect that no surface water body would meet the 

EQS for mercury in biota. Having regard to the situation in Sweden, it must be pointed 

out that the lack of detection of the mercury problem in other Member States might be 

a consequence of the insufficient monitoring practices and of the fact that more 

stringent standards for mercury in water have not been set. 

¶ Most of the Member States reported very limited failures for some of the priority 

substances. A large proportion of water bodies (above 40%) have not been assessed 

for chemical status and many monitoring programmes seem to be very limited in terms 

of number of substances and monitoring stations. As a consequence, the picture 

presented by the chemical status assessment of the first RBMPs is incomplete. 

 

8.5.11. Recommendations 

¶ Full transposition and implementation of the Directive 2008/105/EC has to be ensured 

during the next RBMP planning period. 

¶ Improvement of monitoring networks has to be achieved to enable analysis of all 

priority substances under conditions of full compliance with the provisions of 

Directive 2009/90/EC. The option to monitor priority substances in certain categories 

of surface water in sediment and biota should be fully exploited, in particular for 

hydrophobic substances such as many persistent, bio-accumulative and toxic 

substances where monitoring in water is not capable of delivering meaningful results. 

The monitoring strategy should be designed to reflect a true picture of the chemical 

pollution in the aquatic environment. Current widespread efforts to monitor highly 

hydrophobic substances in water are a waste of resources and the results do not reflect 
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the reality. Sediment or biota monitoring is in any case specifically required for the 

trend monitoring specified in EQSD Article 3(3).  

¶ The monitoring programme for priority substances should make use of all types of 

WFD monitoring (surveillance, operational, investigative). The results of the pressures 

analysis should be used by Member States to start investigative screening programmes 

to identify the relevant priority substances in the RBD, the results of which can inform 

the design of the monitoring programmes. It has to be emphasised that for developing 

smart and efficient monitoring programmes the information on pressures and 

emissions is very important but in many cases not sufficient to predict which 

substances will be present in water bodies in significant quantities. This refers 

especially to those substances with more complex use patterns and environmental 

fates. 

¶ Although it is not expected that all water bodies be monitored, all water bodies should 

be assessed for chemical status. Grouping techniques and estimations need to be 

developed, together with a sound monitoring strategy to provide representative data. 

The design of the monitoring programme should be guided to provide enough 

confidence in the status assessment. 

¶ Monitoring of mercury in biota should be the norm. If this is not done, Member States 

are obliged to set a more stringent standard for water than the one set in Annex I to the 

EQSD, but reliable monitoring is not possible at that level with current analytical 

techniques. The application of the EQSs for water in Annex I to the EQSD is not an 

option as it is not protective enough. The monitoring of hexachlorobenzene and 

hexachlorobutadiene should also be in biota. 

¶ It is essential that failures of the EQSs are reported transparently. Substances causing 

failures and the water bodies affected should be clearly identified. There are RBMPs 

that do not report which standards are failing where. This is essential basic 

environmental information that should be publicly available. Aggregated reporting 

(such as óheavy metalsô, óindustrial pollutantsô or ópesticidesô) is not useful to 

transparently identify the causes of the problems and to take action. Therefore it 

should be avoided. 

¶ Full transposition and implementation of the Directive 2009/90/EC has to be ensured 

during the next RBMP planning period. 
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8.6. Designation of Heavily Modified Water Bodies (HMWB) 

 

Figure 8.6.1: map of distribution of HMWBsand AWBs in EU RBDs 

Source: WISE Note: Better quality maps are available on: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-

framework/facts_figures/index_en.htm 

 


