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Europe’s Groundwater Protection watered down


(Brussels, 27 June 2005) Last Friday, Environment Ministers agreed on a new Groundwater Protection Directive. According to the EEB, Europe’s largest federation of environmental citizen’s organisations, the agreed Directive does no more than backtrack on existing groundwater protection levels, giving cause for increased concern about EU’s responsibility towards its citizens.
“Clearly, citizens are worried about chemical contamination of their drinking water. But the response from EU governments is to allow even further contamination of groundwater - our main drinking water resource”, says Stefan Scheuer, EEB Policy Director. “Almost every government that asked for it got its specific exemption, leaving the law with more loopholes than actual obligations. This is the EU à la carte.”

A key principle for protecting groundwater is to prevent contamination before it happens, as recovery times are tens to hundreds of years. Therefore, hazardous chemicals which can persist over a very long period or have irreversible effects - like hormone disruption - must not reach groundwater. The wording of the Council’s agreement in Article 6 in the new Groundwater Directive on measures to prevent the input of pollutants is in general weak. Furthermore, at the request of the French government - among others - the Article now excludes pollution from diffuse sources, estimated to be the major cause of pollution. At the request of The Netherlands, this Article 6 also excludes pollution which comes from dumping contaminated sediments from river maintenance work. 

“It would be better if this law were to be abandoned altogether and the “old” 1980 Groundwater Directive kept”, adds Stefan Scheuer. “But we have still hopes with the European Parliament. It must defend its position on a clear approach to prevent hazardous chemical reaching groundwater.”
The new Groundwater Protection Directive is a “daughter” of the 2000 Water Framework Directive designed to fill the gaps between this and the 1980 Groundwater Directive. Instead it has now backtracked .and worsened an already precarious situation.
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