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Water scarcity on the rise in Europe

Water stress affects approximately 20 % of the European territory and 
30 % of the European population on average every year.

Southern Europe, European metropoles, intensive irrigated areas and 
popular touristic destinations are becoming vulnerable more and more to 
the water scarcity.
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Area affected during at least for one quarter of the year by water scarcity conditions in the EU, measured by the water exploitation index plus

Water scarcity conditions in Europe (Water exploitation index plus) (europa.eu)

Seasonal water scarcity conditions across Europe, measured by the water exploitation 

index plus (WEI+) for sub river basins, 2019 — European Environment Agency 

(europa.eu)

https://www.eea.europa.eu/ims/use-of-freshwater-resources-in-europe-1
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/seasonal-water-exploitation-index-plus-4


Estimated water availability per capita (m3/capita 2000-2017)
Water scarcity on the rise in Europe 



Future projections (scenarios) of water stress in Europe

Water stress in Europe is expected to worsen in the future 
due to;

 Potential impacts of climate change on water availability 
in future

 Urbanisation is expected to concentrate increasing  
demand for water 

 Intensive tourism

 Land use land cover changes will affect groundwater 
recharge conditions



Water resources management – legal basis
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• Water Framework Directive

Water quantity is implicitly 
included in the definition of 
good ecological status and 
explicitly in hydromorphological 
elements (i.e. flow regime).

Good quantitative status is 
required for groundwater –
MS to ensure a balance 
between abstraction and 
recharge rates.

The requirement of water 
pricing (Art. 9) also aims to 
provide incentives for water 
users to use water resources 
efficiently.

Measures to promote an 
efficient & sustainable water
use – Art. 11.3 (c)

Controls over the 
abstraction of freshwater & 
groundwater – Art. 11.3 (e) 

The recognition 

that water quality 

and quantity are 

closely related 

within the concept 

of ‘good status’ is 

fundamental in 

addressing 

quantitative water 

management 

challenges



Sustainable water resources 
management
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 Putting the right price tag on water

 Water allocation mechanism

 Improving drought risk management

 Fostering water efficient technologies and

practices

 Fostering water-saving culture in Europe

 Additional water supply infrastructures

 Improve knowledge & data collection

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/index_en.htm

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/index_en.htm


EGD – supporting water resources management 

Revision of the Industrial Emissions Directive supporting 

water reuse and recycling in industrial sectors (EC proposal 5 Apr 

2022)

Revision of the Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive
addressing climate impacts and improving water efficiency in the

urban context (EC proposal 26 Oct 2022)

Implementation of the Drinking Water Directive addressing the problem of leakages and climate

change impacts (Jan 2023)

Implementation of the Regulation on water reuse in agriculture and smart irrigation systems

(June 2023)

A ‘sustainable products’ policy, including Eco-design Regulation prioritising reducing and

reusing materials before recycling them, digital passport for products, promoting water efficient devices

(EC proposal 30 March 2022)

Revision of list of pollutants for surface and ground

water (EC proposal 26 Oct 2022)



Biodiversity Strategy 

• Restoring Freshwater Ecosystems (free flowing rivers, restore 

floodplains) 

• Binding Nature Restoration Targets (EC proposal 26 Oct 2022)

• Agriculture: Reduce pesticides, enhance organic farming, 

sustainable soil manegement

• Reforestation 

• Soil Health and Resilience Directive (EC proposal 5 July 2023)

EGD – supporting water resources management 



 Towards a climate-resilient water management

• Improve coordination of thematic plans and other mechanisms (incl. 

water resource allocation and water-permits) across sectors and borders

• Drought risk management to be improved

• Reduce water use, encouraging water efficiency and savings 

• Stable and secure supply of drinking water  climate change-risks in 

risk analyses of water management 

• Sustainable soil management and land-use

• Nature-based solutions to achieve the goals of the Water Framework 

Directive and the Floods Directive

EU Climate Change Adaptation Strategy

COM (2021) 82 final, 24.2.2021

Albufeira Barragem de Salgueiro

© Creative Commons – Victor Oliveira



Systematic Climate Adaptation: Progress 2005-2020



Nexus Water- food- energy –ecosystems-society

A lot of work being done on water scarcity and droughts with JRC (EDORA) and CLIMA 

Also on floods with JRC and ECHO
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CIS ATG Water scarcity 
and droughts



Drought management plans increasingly used

Drought Management Plans are in 
place in 13 EU MS (Belgium0F, 
Cyprus, Germany, Greece, Spain, 
France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 
Netherlands, Portugal, Romania and 
Sweden), at different levels and more 
EU MS (including Czechia, Finland, 
Croatia, Luxemburg and Slovenia) are 
preparing or updating such plans. 



2022: Network of EU Drought Observatories



2023: European Droughts Impact Database

• The most comprehensive database on 

drought impacts in Europe, containing 

20.202 recorded drought impacts 

covering 36 different European countries 

from 1970 – 2022.

• The impact content increases over time, 

in particular following the availability of 

online media reports from the 2000s. 

The largest numbers of impacts are 

available in the most recent 10-20 years. 

Source: JRC 2023, EDID 

Drought impacts in EDID by sectors



2023: European Droughts Risk Atlas

• Simulates impact of global warming

on key economic sectors and within

some sectors also focus on selected

product categories

• Estimates potential future economic

gains and losses due to 

increase/decrease of precipitation in 

a +1.5C, +2C and +3C scenario.

Source: JRC 2023, EDORA Risk Atlas



Towards an EU Water Resilience Initiative in 2024

An EU vision for 2050 Water Resilience was endorsed by the

College ahead of the UN Water Conference: “In 2050, global

society will be water resilient, offering water security for all. This

entails the protection and restoration of aquatic ecosystems, and a

fair balance between water supply and water demand responding to

current needs, including the realization of the human right to safe

drinking water and sanitation, without compromising the rights of

future generations.”



Thank you

© European Union 2020

Unless otherwise noted the reuse of this presentation is authorised under the CC BY 4.0 license. For any use or reproduction of elements that are not owned by the EU, permission 
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19

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Common Implementation Strategy (CIS) for the EU Water Law
CIS Work Programme 2022-2024
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https://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/objectives/implementation_en.htm
https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/9ab5926d-bed4-4322-9aa7-9964bbe8312d/library/561e8b77-e75d-42d6-86a9-16405547735f/details


Water abstraction by source and sector (2000-2019)

Total volume of water abstracted from surface 
water and groundwater declined by 15% in EU-
27. Annual water withdrawals for public water 
supply, agriculture and manufacturing cooling  
are increasing since 2010. However, this 
pattern shows significant differences at 
regional and national level

Share of water abstraction from groundwater 
resources increased from 19% to 23% of total 
water withdrawals between 2000 and 2019.

Water abstraction by source, 2000-2019 — European Environment Agency (europa.eu)

https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/daviz/water-abstraction-by-source-2000#tab-chart_3_filters=%7B%22rowFilters%22%3A%7B%7D%3B%22columnFilters%22%3A%7B%22pre_config_country%22%3A%5B%22Austria%22%5D%7D%7D
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 Strong needs in shifting from crisis management to proactive risk management
approaches to adress water stress in Europe and globally

 Focus on alternative water supply measures e.g. desalination, water reuse

 Sectoral policy interventions must not only work in synergy with water policies but 
also actively support them.

 Nature-based solutions, nexus approaches and systemic change can actively
contribute to the integrated water management in areas that are often already 
affected by drought.

 Promote cross-fertilisation in water use efficiency and transfer of technology and 
knowledge.

 Earth observation, mobile data collection and data integration will further support
our knowledge in risk management.

 Cooperation in international river basins and supporting the implementation of 
the UN SDG 2030 is essential in coping with water-related risk management

Sustainable solutions for water stress management


