
It updates and consolidates existing piecemeal EU
water legislation, whilst establishing a new, integrated,
ecosystem based, approach to water protection,
improvement and sustainable use. The WFD applies to
all water bodies, including ground waters, rivers,
estuaries (termed transitional waters in the Directive)
and coastal waters out to at least one nautical mile. 

Two key principles of WFD are “to prevent deteriora-
tion of water bodies”, and “to protect and enhance the
status of aquatic ecosystems”. These principles apply
throughout the Directive, the aim being to work
towards good ecological status. Those water bodies
which have been subject to significant hydromorpho-
logical change as a result of man’s activities in the past
such that it is not possible to achieve good ecological
status, so called Heavily Modified Water Bodies
(HMWBs) will be required to achieve “good ecological
potential”. Examples of such bodies could include
canalised rivers, and possibly estuaries that have been
dredged or otherwise modified for port use. Artificial
Water Bodies (AWB), comprising water where there
once was land, will also have to achieve good ecologi-
cal potential. But more of these HMWBs and AWBs
later. 

TIMETABLE

The WFD will be implemented in a series of stages,
commencing in 2004 with a characterisation exercise.
This includes an analysis of water body characteristics,
an assessment of whether each water body is likely 
to meet its various environmental quality objectives, 
a review of the impacts of human activity, and an
economic analysis of water use. A comprehensive
monitoring programme must be in place by 2006, 
and draft river basin management plans (RBMP) must
be prepared by 2008. These statutory plans, which will
define the ‘measures’ required to meet environmental
objectives, will provide the mechanism whereby 
future water use and activities affecting water will 
be managed. 
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Introduction

The EU Water Framework Directive (WFD), came into
force in 2000. Its timetable for implementation extends
over 15 years, requiring ‘good ecological status’ or the
equivalent for designated or derogated water bodies to
be achieved by 2015. The aim of WFD is to:
“establish a Community framework for the protection
of inland surface waters, transitional waters, coastal
waters and groundwater, in order to prevent and
reduce pollution, promote sustainable water use,
protect the aquatic environment, improve the status of
aquatic ecosystems and mitigate the effects of floods
and droughts”. 
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Following the publication of the final RBMPs in 2009,
protection and improvement measures must be in
place by 2012, and (with some exceptions) it is 
intended that water quality targets should be achieved
by 2015. 

WHERE ARE WE NOW?

The implementing legislation for the WFD is complete
or close to being complete in many Member States,
and the initial characterisation is well underway. 
The Directive contains some very welcome objectives,
notably the rationalisation of water legislation and the
opportunities for environmental improvement including
source control. However the WFD will require careful
implementation if it is to support sustainable develop-
ment, ensuring that the needs of society, the economy
and the environment are all taken into account in a
balanced way.

It is clear that the WFD will have implications for
sectors outside those immediately concerned with
water quality. Amongst these it will impact the
agricultural sector and the wider navigation sector. 
There will be associated costs, for example as the
statutory River Basin Management Plans identifying
the “measures” required to achieve good status 
(or potential) are developed and implemented. 
Some existing activities and operations may be subject
to constraints; to increased costs, delays and uncertain-
ties. Proposed modifications or new developments
which could affect the status of water bodies will
similarly be expected to meet certain criteria including:
– Adequate mitigation and
– no environmentally better alternative which is not

disproportionately costly, and 
– overriding public interest, and 
– reason for the modification or development justified

in the River Basin Management Plan.

WATER FRAMEWORK DIRECTIVE TASK

GROUP

A PIANC led Task Group has been established to
consider and assess the implications of the WFD for
those involved in the ports, harbours, dredging and
navigation industry. The Task Group comprises
representatives from seven different industry groups 
– PIANC, CEDA, ESPO, IAPH, EFIP, INE and IADC –

and has the following terms of reference:
– to collate information and increase awareness 
– to develop understanding of the implementation

process by exchange of knowledge/experience and 
– through the provision of information, to facilitate the

implementation of the Directive in a consistent
manner..
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In surveys of Member States and association members
across Europe the Task Group identified that:
– Awareness of the Directive among association

members was generally very low. 
– WFD implementation is being led by Environment/

Water Ministries generally with little or no involve-
ment from the Transport or Public Works Ministries.

– Most Member States have not identified any formal
role for ports or navigation authorities in WFD
implementation. 

Based on this, the Task Group identified a need to raise
awareness of the importance of the WFD amongst this
industry and therefore organised a seminar in Brussels
in October 2003, 

PIANC SEMINAR, NAVIGATING

THE EU WATER FRAMEWORK DIRECTIVE, 
OCTOBER 2003

The seminar was well attended with more than 80
delegates from 16 countries including some of the EU
accession states, and the speakers comprised experts
and key figures in their areas. Sessions included an
explanation of the background and context of the WFD,
the implications for the industries, and concerns
expressed. Information was provided on EU working
groups and implementation so far. It finished with a
panel session on “Where do we go from here?”.

The seminar concluded that there are a number of
important actions which those in the ports, harbours,
navigation and dredging industry should take to ensure
that they properly understand the potential implications
of the Directive and have an opportunity to participate
in its implementation. 
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Figure 1. The scope of the Water Framework Directive is wide
and every square km of EC territory is potentially affected
regardless of origin (navigation, agricultural or other), so one
coherent management framework is necessary.

Table 1. Timetable for Implementation of the WFD.

Transposition into national legislation, 
designation of outer basin boundaries 
and of responsible authorities Dec 2003

First analysis of characteristics, impacts 
and pressures Dec 2004

Economic analysis of water use Dec 2004

Monitoring programmes operational Dec 2006

Latest date for starting public participation Dec 2006

Draft river basin management plans Dec 2008

River basin management plans and 
programmes of measures Dec 2009

Environmental objective achieved Dec 2015  

Full information and a copy of the seminar proceedings
is available on CD-ROM and from the PIANC web-site
www.pianc-aipcn.org.

SYNOPSIS OF THE PIANC SEMINAR

The European Commission View
Mr Blöch of the European Commission Directorate
General for Environment gave industry some clear
guidance as to their role in the implementation of the
WFD. He emphasised the crucial need for participation
and that there is a legal entitlement for all stakeholders
to be involved in the implementation process. The
scope of the WFD is wide, with every square km of EC
territory potentially affected and all possible impacts on
water considered regardless of their origin (navigation,
agriculture etc.). There will be biological and hydromor-
phological as well as traditional chemical and physico-
chemical targets. Mr Blöch explained that while the
legislation is designed to ensure comparability and a
level playing field, there must also be flexibility to take
account of the regional diversity of water bodies. This
diversity would be found at the River Basin Manage-
ment Plan level. He felt that it is timely for the ports
industry to engage in dialogue with those responsible
for WFD implementation (Figure 1).

Short Sea Shipping and Inland Waterways
The important contribution that short sea shipping and
inland waterways have to make in reducing wider
environmental impacts of transport was highlighted in a
statement from Mr Dimosthenis Megalidis of the



European Commission, Directorate General for Trans-
port. One consequence of the expansion of these
mechanisms will be an expansion in port facilities.
Hence in some instances global environmental benefits
may outweigh local negative effects. This will be a
challenging issue for the WFD, where impacts will be
considered at the River Basin level (Figure 2). 

Nature Conservation Perspective
Mr Rast of the World Wildlife Fund, noted that there
can be conflict between NGOs and shipping interests,
and stressed the importance of communication as the
first step to finding compromise.

Industry Concerns 
A number of speakers set out their concerns in relation
to the WFD. These centred on the uncertainty about
the detail of its implementation, including the roles of
ports and other navigation authorities in the characteri-

sation process and in the economic analyses which are
currently underway. In some countries, it was felt that
effects on navigation have not yet been addressed
because navigation and the WFD are the responsibility
of different Ministries. 

The importance of sediments as an intrinsic part of 
the hydrodynamic cycle was emphasised. Rather
surprisingly, materials in suspension are included on
the indicative list of main pollutants within WFD. 
Speakers agreed it is important to ensure that 
sediments and dredged material are properly considered
by, and accommodated in the WFD. The potential
opportunities provided by the WFD to use integrated
river basin management to solve sediment 
contamination problems at source were also welcomed. 

CASE STUDY PORT OF LONDON AUTHORITY

London is the second largest UK port handling some
26,000 vessel movements and 50 million tonnes of
cargo per annum. The Port of London Authority (PLA) 
is responsible for conservancy – protecting the river
regime (i.e. hydromorphological conditions) – and safety
of navigation over 150 km of the tidal River Thames.
The PLA undertakes dredging in the main channel; 
it also licences dredging (mainly of approaches and
berth boxes) by third parties. The EU Water Framework
Directive (WFD) is likely to affect the PLA in a number
of ways depending on: whether or not the River
Thames or parts of the River Thames are designated as
a Heavily Modified Water Body (HMWB); the nature of
the measures deemed necessary to protect and
improve water status; and the as yet unclear implica-
tions for new development proposals.

Some of the more specific issues raised by the WFD
and the uncertainties of outstanding concern to the
PLA are summarised in Table 2 below. Other issues of
concern to the PLA include the very tight timescale for
implementation, the low political profile (until recently)
of the WFD in the UK and, as a result, the obvious lack
of awareness of its possible consequences among key
stakeholders. 
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Figure 2. Rhine River Basin management in nine countries
(Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Liechtenstein,
Luxemburg, Netherlands, Switzerland) is a successful
example of transboundary cooperation. 

Table 2. EU Water Framework Directive: Uncertainties and Issues of Concern to the Port of London Authority

Component of WFD Potential Implications for PLA  

Heavily modified water The WFD introduces ecological quality targets derived from the pristine state of the 
body (HMWB) designation natural water body (good ecological status; GES). Certain water bodies which meet the

strict criteria for designation as HMWB will be subject to lower targets (good ecological
potential; GEP), reflecting the morphological and hence ecological impacts of the
physical modifications required to support (for example) port and harbour activities.
Designation of HMWBs may therefore be of great relevance to ports such as 
the PLA, and it is therefore essential that the decision making process is transparent,
well informed and scientifically robust.
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Table 2 (continued)

Component of WFD Potential Implications for PLA  

River Basin Management Under the WFD, statutory RBMPs will be prepared covering all waters out to a 
Plan (RBMP) preparation minimum of one nautical mile (in the PLAs case, the WFD will be applied much 

further, covering all waters in the outer Thames Estuary). RBMPs will set out the
protection and restoration measures required to achieve GES/GEP by 2015, 
and will provide the mechanism by which future water use and activities affecting
water will be managed. However, it is far from clear how such possible measures will
be defined, what their scope will be, and — importantly — who will determine whether
they are technically viable and whether they might be “disproportionately costly” to
implement.    

New developments Under the WFD, new sustainable development or modifications to existing infra-
structure which affects water status will be allowed, with mitigation, only if the
following strict criteria are met:  
–  there are no alternatives
–  there are reasons of overriding public interest
–  the reasons for the modification are fully justified in the RBMP, and
–  the required modification is reviewed every six years (as part of the RBMP review

process).
Experience with the EU Habitats Directive suggests that providing the information
necessary to demonstrate all of the above can involve a significant increase in the
costs of data collection, modelling and other investigative work, often with associated
delays and uncertainties subsequently affecting the project. With the WFD, it is also
unclear whether these criteria will affect all developments (see “no deterioration”
issue below), and how such assessments would be made.  

WFD objective: It is difficult and may be uneconomic to carry out activities such as dredging without 
no deterioration causing some (temporary) deterioration in water status. However, activities which

cause “deterioration” will be constrained. The interpretation of “no deterioration” is
therefore crucial. Whereas its application as an overriding principle would clearly have
significant implications, a broader interpretation based primarily on ensuring that
dredging does not cause the water body to drop a class (e.g. from good to moderate,
or from moderate to poor, and so on) may not lead to unacceptable constraints.  

Lack of recognition The WFD fails to recognise sediments as an important part of many natural systems, 
sediments particularly in coastal and transitional waters. Indeed, materials in suspension are

classed as a contaminant. WFD implementation must take into account not only the
natural role of sediments, but also ongoing maintenance dredging and similar practices.
Finally it must be recognised that the WFD provides a real opportunity to deliver
effective source control.  

Competent Authority In England and Wales, the Environment Agency is the sole competent authority 
under the WFD responsible for WFD implementation. Yet the PLA has statutory powers and

responsibilities relevant to the delivery of the WFD objectives. The role of other
statutory bodies such as the PLA is currently far from clear.

Relationship to other policies It is essential that WFD implementation take into account other relevant policies 
both at EU and national level. Of particular importance in this respect is the need for
integration between the WFD and transport policies (which generally promote
navigation as an environmentally responsible form of transport). 

Level playing field Clear and consistent interpretation of the Directive between Member States, along
with transparency in its implementation, will be essential if some of the “level playing
field” issues associated with the implementation of the EU Habitats Directive are to be
avoided.  



Article 14 of the Directive requires Member States to
encourage the active involvement of all interested
parties in the implementation of the Directive. It is
apparent to the PLA that port, harbour and navigation
authorities as well as organisations responsible for
dredging activities must seek every opportunity to
participate fully at all stages of WFD implementation,
including during the remainder of the characterisation
process and, particularly, during the identification and
assessment of measures as part of the River Basin
Management Planning process. 

WFD IMPLEMENTATION: PROGRESS SO FAR

Common Implementation Strategy (CIS)
The EU Common Implementation Strategy (CIS) was
introduced by Mr David Corbelli of the Scottish 
Environmental Protection Agency. As a framework
directive, the WFD requires further interpretation to
ensure its implementation in a common manner
throughout the various Member States. The CIS, 
and the associated Strategic Co-ordination Group,
provides the mechanism whereby this interpretation
and the development of relevant guidance takes place.
Under the CIS, a number of Working Groups have
prepared guidance documents on, amongst other
things, Heavily Modified Water Bodies, and the analysis
of pressures and impacts. A pilot river basin network
has been established across Europe, and testing of the
guidance documents is taking place in the pilot basins
during 2003/4 (Figure 3).

Heavily Modified Water Bodies (HMWBs}
Environmental targets for heavily modified or artificial
water bodies are likely to represent a slight deviation
from the maximum level reasonably achievable for 

the water body type. In addition, using derogations,
less stringent targets may be set for specific bodies of
water where the achievement of the required quality is
otherwise not feasible or is disproportionately expen-
sive. The WFD also makes provisions for new develop-
ments adversely affecting water quality. In all cases,
however, the WFD sets out certain criteria with which
sites designated as HMWBs or AWBs, sites subject to
derogations, and new development proposals must
comply. Under the CIS, a number of case studies are
being undertaken throughout the EU.

Case Studies
Rivers Elbe and Main
Case studies of the potential implications for the Rivers
Elbe and Main were presented by Dr Dietrich Borchardt
of Germany’s University Kassel. He noted that where 
a water body is identified as heavily modified for 
hydrological reasons, this need not necessarily be
accompanied by associated degradation in biological
quality. He concluded that the River Main may be a
HMWB, but with an ecological potential which is close 
to the “good status” of nearest natural water bodies, 
and the River Elbe may not be a HMWB and so mea-
sures to achieve “good status” will have to be identified

United Kingdom (UK)
The UK Environment Agency’s provisional approach to
identifying HMWBs in coastal and transitional waters
was presented by Dr Stephen Hull of Associated
British Ports, UK. A methodology has been developed
and is currently being tested but it is likely that initial
decision-making will rely to some extent on expert
judgement

River Rhine
Dr Jochen Fischer of the Regional Council Giessen,
Germany provided a case study of the morphological
and biological criteria of the Middle Rhine, related to the
HMWB identification process. The federal states
Hesse and Rhineland-Palatinate have provisionally
designated the Middle Rhine as HMW, although it is
likely that the “good ecological potential” of the Middle
Rhine will need to be close to “good ecological status”
because it will be difficult to define the closest
comparable water body type for the Middle Rhine. 

SEMINAR VIEW OF ACTIONS NEEDED

The final session comprised a panel discussion chaired
by Dr Lindsay Murray. Panel members were Mr Blöch,
DG Environment; Charles Huygens, Port of Brussels,
Belgium, President of the European Federation of
Inland Ports; Patrick Verhoeven, Secretary General of
ESPO; Heide Jeckel, Federal Environment Ministry,
Germany, and Bob Dekker, Water Director the 
Netherlands and Chairman of OSPAR. Actions needed
were summarised by the panel as:
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Figure 3. Testing in pilot river basins across Europe include:
Scheldt; Moselle-Sarre; Marne; Shannon; Odense Fjord;
Oulujoki; Guadiana; Júcar; Pinios; Somes; Neisse; Tevere,
Cecina; Suldalsvassdraget; Ribble.



4. There are already some differences in expectations
from the Commission, environmental stakeholders
and the navigation sector: the WFD requires a
balanced approach based on communication,
innovation and economical analysis, but legislation
must be complied with.

5. Further consideration is needed of the relationship
between European and other policies (e.g. short sea
shipping) and the WFD

6. Attention needs to be paid to the designation of
HMWBs and the common application of the deroga-
tions to the navigation sector across member states.

7. Uncertainty remains both at the high level and at 
the detailed level including on issues such as the
statutory role of port and navigation authorities,
monitoring costs, stakeholder involvement, 
mitigation, over-riding public interest, reference
conditions and economic assessment. Clarification
is required as to who will make key decisions.

JOINT STATEMENT

In order to raise awareness of some of the concerns of
the sector, and to highlight the actions necessary to
deal with these concerns, the Task Group associations
have prepared a joint statement in the form of a position
paper. This has now been completed (see page 20). 

Conclusions: What Happens Next?

There is a great deal of activity taking place within compe-
tent authorities throughout the EU to meet the timetable
of the Directive. Currently River Basins have been defined,
or are in the process of definition, and a number of pilot
river basin projects are underway, testing the application
of the CIS guidance. The characterisation process is being
undertaken, and information relating to water status is
being examined to assess whether each water body is
likely to meet its environmental objectives. Reviews of the
impacts of human activities and economic analyses of
water use are also in progress and methodologies for
monitoring under WFD are under development. 

The need for this vast amount of detailed work by the
competent authorities must not, however, be allowed to
deflect them from considering the broader question of
how can the Water Framework Directive be implemented
while ensuring sustainable development. A healthy water
environment is in the interests of all. An understanding of
how that is to be best achieved requires consideration of
the social and economic consequences, as well as the
immediate environmental ones. Fundamental choices may
need to be made between policy priorities as the Directive
is implemented. Hopefully those responsible for the
marine environment, for the agriculture, transport and
energy sectors actively engage in the process before the
detailed implementation mechanisms are finalised.

At national government level, competent authorities
should:
– Actively engage other EU Directorates and government

departments since some fundamental choices may
need to be made between policy priorities that will
impact the way in which the Directive can be imple-
mented. This engagement should include departments
responsible for wider marine and terrestrial environ-
mental issues, and transport as well as agriculture and
energy sectors, and is required now, before detailed
arrangements for WFD implementation are finalised.

– Seek now to involve all stakeholders in the detailed
discussions. There is an obligation under the Directive
to do so, but until recently, many countries have
involved only those with environmental and water
quality interests.

– Ensure progressive and timely information flow to the
stakeholders. 

– Ensure the involvement of the industry sector in the
first cut economic analysis required by end 2004.

At national and international level, the industry should:
– Create a common understanding within the industry

sector across the EU.
– Make itself aware of the pilot studies in each country. 
– Organise itself to input to all the different stages of the

implementation process.
– Raise awareness within the Competent Authorities of

the requirement in the guidance document on public
participation under Article 14 to actively engage 
stakeholders during the implementation processes,
not merely consult them.

The Task Group should:
– Continue to facilitate the awareness raising and

experience sharing/dissemination process. 
– Encourage association members to engage in dialogue

as soon as possible, ensuring that the relevant 
Ministries are involved, and that the possible practical
implications of the WFD receive consideration 
sufficiently early on.

– Ensure the effective participation of the southern
European countries and the accession states. 

SEMINAR CONCLUSIONS

The Seminar was summed up by Mr Van den Eede: 
who provided the following overall conclusions:
1. It is clear that a lot of questions about the WFD still

exist and the implications for port and navigation
authorities are not yet certain.

2. If the sector wants to avoid the type of problems
associated with the implementation of the EU Birds
and Habitats Directives, then they need to be involved
in discussions now.

3. The vital of ports and harbours and the need for dred-
ging to keep navigation channels open must be recog-
nised by those responsible for WFD implementation.

The EU Water Framework Directive: Implications for the Ports, Harbours, Navigation and Dredging Industries

19


