WATERGOVERNANCE2027 SYNERGY GROUP | WATER RESILIENCE IS BUILT WITH BETTER WATER GOVERNANCE | 24.6.2024

Water resilience is built with better
water governance

Europe is increasingly experiencing severe droughts and floods due to climate change, and despite decades of efforts to curb
pollution, the health of water ecosystems continues to decline. Addressing water resilience should be a priority for the new
European Parliament, the new Commission, and the Member States. Water resilience consist of the capacity of our socio-
ecological systems, especially aquatic ecosystems and the communities that rely on high-quality and sufficient water supplies,
to manage change—either by resisting, adapting, or transforming in response to it.

Strengthening of Europe’s water resilience requires improved water governance. The institutional frameworks of today and the
interaction between different sectors and actors have to be enhanced as the use, development and protection of waters demand
our careful consideration. Recent research has identified governance practices and innovative instruments, approaches and
arrangements that can support water resilience, with EU-wide scaling up potential.

Key messages

Water resilience is critical for the core aims of the EU. Water digital solutions facilitate data exchange, streamline decision-
should be a strategic priority in the work of the new European making, and promote inclusive participation from all stakeholders.
Parliament, the Commission, and the Member States.

Water resilience is best financed with a diversity of funding

Water resilience requires a cross-sectoral regulatory approach. sources, consolidating water charges and tariffs that incentivise
More attention should be paid to water use and impacts in the efficient water use, and leveraging private finance through
agriculture, industry and energy production sectors and their public-private partnerships or blended finance solutions.

water-intensive value chains to reach the Water Framework
Directive’s water status objectives and to advance systemic
adaptation to climate change. Regulation should be able to
impose requirements not only on new but also on existing
activities impacting waters.

Increasing Europe’s water resilience requires reflective appro-
aches, such as greater use of monitoring and evaluation of
policies and their implementation. Incorporating the trade-offs
and synergies among water, food, energy and ecosystems in
monitoring and evaluation enable better understanding of the
impacts of management decisions. Commonly agreed indi-
cators, supporting data, and the use of open and accessible
digital platforms can improve the flow of information to a wide
range of decision-making actors including the wider public. It
can also help holding decision makers accountable, and raise
awareness, acceptance, and uptake of more sustainable water
use and management practices.

Water resilience is founded on collaboration between the public
sector, private sector, civil society and research and education.
Participatory and collaborative approaches support vertical
integration across multiple levels of governance and horizon-
tal coherence and coordination across policy sectors. Power
and capacity of actors, diversity of knowledge systems and
coordination across jurisdictional and geographical boundaries
are critical factors in their effectiveness. Social innovation and
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Water rising on the EU agenda

The EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) (2000/60/EC) that sets
the central institutional frameworks for water in the EU has been
in force for over 20 years, but with limited success in achieving
its objectives of water protection and restoration, sustainable
water use, and good water status'. The challenges have been
deemed to relate to its implementation and governance, including
lack of funding, delays in planning, and insufficient integration
of environmental objectives in sectoral policies?. The growing
impacts of climate change, with weather extremes and long-term
hydrological changes, are further exposing the insufficiency of
the current WFD arrangements in ensuring water resilience®.

To improve European water policy and water resilience, the
European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) adopted
a Declaration for an EU Blue Deal in 2023%. The EU Blue Deal
emphasises proper governance of all freshwater resources
through a river basin approach involving all relevant stakeholders
and calls for the alignment of water and other EU policies, such
as agricultural policy and the restoration of water ecosystems.
Whilst its status is currently unclear, the proposal of a Water
Resilience Initiative by the European Commission in 2023 aims
to ensure access to water for citizens, nature and the economy,
tackle floods and droughts, and identify and assess how best
to manage climate risks across EU policies, similarly identifying
water governance as a critical enabling factor for water resilience®.

Water resilience requires coordinated and
context specific solutions

To improve water resilience in the EU, coordinated actions bet-
ween local, national and regional levels of water governance are
needed. Key challenges include how to align water and other
policies such as the Common Agricultural Policy and how to
implement the river basin approach taking into consideration
upstream and downstream water uses and users. Water resi-
lience requires context-specific solutions — river basins, water
bodies and communities dependent on them are all different.
The ecological status of waters may be good or poor and the
different hydrological systems and freshwater ecosystems are
affected differently by water use sectors and the impacts of
climate change. Water governance solutions must enable the
socio-ecological systems to either resist, adapt to changes or
to transform.

The existing water governance instruments, approaches, and
arrangements in place in the EU and the Member states need
to be carefully evaluated, whether they serve the purpose of
enhancing water resilience. Recent research conducted in three
Horizon Europe projects GOVAQUA, InnWater and RETOUCH
NEXUS has identified cutting-edge water governance practices
with EU-wide scaling up potential.
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Cutting-edge water governance practices with EU-wide scaling up

potential

Water allocation mechanisms define who can abstract and use water, how much and under what
conditions®. Due to the impacts of climate change, countries and regions should be able to regulate
and prioritize water uses in times of water scarcity. For example, Spain and Romania have prepared
drought management mechanisms for this purpose, including agricultural water use’ .

Water should be seen as a key element in the implementation of the newly adopted Nature
Restoration Law. Furthermore, ecological flows are essential for the aquatic ecosystems to provide
ecosystem services and are linked to physical alterations of water, such as water abstraction and
the operation of hydropower dams®. With regard to the latter, Sweden attempts to bring all existing
hydropower permits in line with modern environmental requirements® .

Value chains of large companies are regulated in the newly adopted Directive on Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence™. At the Member State level, France provides an example of the
value chain regulation. In France companies are required to prepare a plan in which they map
and assess value chain risks including those related to water and plan actions to mitigate serious
impacts. Furthermore, French courts can assess complaints concerning the failures to comply with
the planning obligation and hold the companies liable for the resulting damage' .

As encouraged by the EU, most member states have developed a multi-level approach to water
governance, however, its implementation at regional and local level often remains a challenge.
Power-related factors and the diversity of knowledge systems affect how knowledge from different
stakeholders is co-produced and integrated into decision-making. Institutional interplay, such as
the coordination across jurisdictional and geographical boundaries, and resources available,
such as information and time, emerge as key factors regarding the legitimacy and effectiveness of
collaborative approaches. It is essential to understand the interdependency of these factors and
how they manifest in different local contexts of participation and collaboration.

Some EU countries have adopted a multi-level approach to managing water abstraction permits
and allocations. Instead of centralising all powers, state authorities devolve responsibilities to water
user associations — keeping the possibility to intervene if users fail to reduce pressures. In Spain,
groundwater user associations have successfully collaborated with river basin organisations to
mitigate overpumping and monitor illegal abstraction'. In France, agricultural water user associations
have an important role in collecting information on irrigators’ water use and ensuring that allocations
meet the requirements of the collective abstraction permit.

Going beyond the mandated participatory planning of the WFD, river contracts (ltaly, Belgium,
and France)", water forums (Ireland)®, watershed visions (Finland)'® and the Catchment Based
Approach and Catchment Partnerships (the UK)", are examples of collaborative multi-stakeholder
approaches that engage stakeholders in the given river basins and catchments to set a common
vision and work towards shared aims. Alignment and coordination with public sector processes,
clear mandates, roles and responsibilities between different stakeholders, and sustainable funding
mechanisms have been identified as necessary for their success.

COLLABORATIVE
APPROACHES

Social innovation refers to the design and implementation of innovative solutions which ultimately
aim to improve the welfare and wellbeing of individuals and communities. In water governance,
social innovation means tackling societal, water-related challenges by combining the technological
and non-technological dimensions (governance, capacity building and economic) of innovation.
These complementary dimensions cut across organizational, sectoral and disciplinary boundaries'®.
Demonstration and pilot sites and Living Labs'® are among social innovation methodologies gaining
increasing popularity in tackling water governance challenges across Europe.
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To address the funding gap in maintaining and improving the existing water infrastructures and

implementing Nature Based Solutions, a mix of economic and financing instruments are needed.

Water charges (levies) remain the most widely applied economic instruments. Other innovative

schemes such as payment for ecosystem services, water markets, impact investments with blended

finance and public-private partnerships hold promise. However, their application relies on careful

ECONOMIC consideration of multiple aspects, such as through public consultations, enhanced institutional
AND FINANCING capacities, and the existence of legal and regulatory frameworks.

INSTRUMENTS Hydroeconomic modelling integrates the temporal and spatial fluctuations of biophysical factors with
socioeconomic dynamics, offering insights to guide water management decisions, contributing to
an informed and enriched understanding of water resource planning?. It promotes the use of digital
solutions to enable more efficient allocation of water resources and integration of the hydrologic
impact of alternative measures (effects in the water cycle or local and basin resource availability)?'.
Computable General Equilibrium model associated with the System of Environmental-Economic
Accounting for Water opens the possibility to model the interactions between water uses, energy
production and economic activities, while addressing the issues related to the environmental
impacts of these economic activities?2.

In terms of monitoring and evaluation, systematizing knowledge and considering cross-sectoral
interactions can help improve resilience. For example, more effort is required to identify indicators
and create platforms that allow a frequent flow of information for the public. This is especially
true at smaller scales as disaggregated information regarding water quantity and water quality is

TOOLS FOR still limited or unavailable. Furthermore, understanding the trade-offs and synergies among the

water, food, energy, and ecosystem sectors can help to fully understand the impact of multiple

MONITORING management decisions. These practices will allow policymakers and the public to make faster and
AND better-informed decisions.

EVALUATION Co-design and application of a range of data and digital solutions that span data collection (citizen

science monitoring, loT, and satellite remote sensing) to the processing, storage and use of infor-
mation, support decision making for water resilience. For example, two such tools are developed in
the GOVAQUA Living Labs, namely the IWAM tool which will integrate alternative water resources
and a MOHICAN water accounting hydroeconomic model with dynamic responses from farmers to
avoid future rebound effects in Spain?, and the Oxford Rivers Portal on water quality in the UK?*.

Taking the good practices forward

Innovative, multi-level, cross-sectoral and collaborative water governance is critical for enhancing water resilience. All the
presented practices still require further assessment, development, and validation with stakeholders, but they already illustrate
the diversity of actors involved and the richness of instruments, approaches and arrangements available to tackle Europe’s
water challenges.

Research continues to play a key role in water governance issue identification, providing data and analysis for policy
making, supporting policy implementation, and tools and methods for monitoring and evaluation. The three Horizon Europe
projects GOVAQUA, InnWater and RETOUCH NEXUS continue further validating the practices with impact in collaboration
with stakeholders across Europe.
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