
Event/ date: WS Groundwater systems Europe, Aug2013, Berlin 

Author: Anita Künitzer 1 

Significance of groundwater in the European 

environmental policy 

Anita Künitzer 

European Topic Centre on inland, coastal and marine 

waters (ETC/ICM) 

 

anita.kuenitzer@cenia.cz 



2 

Water Information System for Europe (WISE) 

http://water.europa.eu/ 
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European policy on groundwater 

• The Water Framework Directive (WFD, 2000/60/EC) establishes 

the objective of reaching good groundwater chemical and 

quantitative status across Europe by 2015.  

• In order to reach this aim the daughter directive Groundwater 

Directive (GWD, 2006/118/EC) lays down detailed quality criteria for 

the assessment of groundwater chemical status in Europe. These 

include groundwater quality standards set at Community level (Annex 

I of GWD) and threshold values.  
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Policy integration to protect groundwater 

Pieces of legislation designed to protect groundwater against pollution and 

deterioration are part of a larger regulatory framework that can be traced back to 

the 1990s. The concept of groundwater protection is now fully integrated into the 

basic measures of the Water Framework Directive. 
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River Basin Management Plans (RBMP) 

• EU Member States had to produce River Basin 

Management Plans (RBMP) for each river basin district 

by the end of 2009 to be reviewed every 6 years. These 

include: 

– A summary of pressures and impacts of human activities on 

groundwater status; 

– A presentation in map form of monitoring results; 

– A summary of the economic analysis of water use; 

– A summary of protection programmes; 

– Control and remediation measures 

• EU Member States had to report their data used for the 

RBMPs into WISE. These were compiled by a consultant 

into the WFD master database, analysed by the ETC/ICM 

and published by EEA and ETC/ICM in 2012. 
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REPORT FROM THE COMMISSION on the Implementation of the 

Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC) 

River Basin Management Plans (Nov.2012) 
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The assessment of the RBMPs indicates that progress towards the objective is expected, but good status will not 

be reached in 2015 for a significant proportion of water bodies. Several reasons are behind this. The assessment of 

the RBMPs by the Commission identifies the main obstacles encountered in each Member State and stresses that 

hydromorphological pressures, pollution and over-abstraction remain the main pressures on the water environment. 
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Groundwater Threshold Values 

• Threshold values are quality standards that have to be set by 

Member States for pollutants causing a risk of not meeting WFD 

requirements, in accordance with Article 3 of GWD. Member States 

were obliged to publish them in the WFD River Basin Management 

Plans by 22 December 2009. 

• The analysis of threshold values in RBMPs showed that: 

– Nitrates and total pesticides are covered by Annex I of the GWD giving common 

European quality standards for groundwater chemical status assessment – 50 

mg/l for nitrates and 0.5 μg/l for total pesticides. If the objectives of the WFD 

cannot be met with the quality standards, Member States need to establish 

stricter threshold values. 

– 26 Member States reported that threshold values have been established for 158 

different pollutants across Europe. The 10 pollutants listed in Annex II GWD are 

nearly comprehensively covered by threshold values. 

– There is a huge variability in the ranges of threshold values across Europe. The 

reasons for this could be many. 
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Groundwater body delineation 

• ‘Body of groundwater’ means a distinct volume of 

groundwater within an aquifer or aquifers 

• The flexibility in the delineation of groundwater bodies 

has led to considerable different sizes of groundwater 

bodies influencing both the establishment of natural 

background levels at groundwater body level and the 

weighting of the significance of compliance elements 

(e.g. absolute extents of acceptable exceedance of 

threshold values) 

• The compilation of groundwater bodies into one 

European reference layer is difficult: 
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GWB Reference Layer – Survey Map 

Progress: Data submitted according to WFD Art. 13 available for each of the 27 MS 
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WFD reporting on groundwater chemical status 
- WISE map on chemical status - 
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WISE map on groundwater chemical status  

- Zoom-in to water body and pop-up window- 
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WISE map on groundwater chemical status  

- Zoom-in to water body and pop-up window- 
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WFD reporting on groundwater quantitative 

status  
- WISE map on quantitative status - 

 

Event/ date: WS Groundwater systems Europe, Aug2013, Berlin 

Author: Anita Künitzer 



15 

WFD reporting on groundwater chemical and 

quantitative status  

– WISE map on monitoring stations –  
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EEA and ETC/ICM publications based on Water 

Framework Directive (WFD) Member State data analysis 
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http://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/water/water-assessments-2012/ and http://icm.eionet.europa.eu/ETC_Reports 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/
http://icm.eionet.europa.eu/ETC_Reports
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Chemical status of groundwater bodies 
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Source: EEA Report 8/2012 
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Number of groundwater bodies in poor chemical status 

due to chemical pollutants per Member State 
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- Excessive nitrate concentration accounts for between 10% and 30% of poor groundwater status 

across much of Europe (by area). Groundwater nitrate is primarily attributable to agricultural 

sources. 

- The Annex II pollutants are the most frequent cause of poor status in groundwater. Across all 

Member States, the Annex II pollutants most commonly identified are chlorides, ammonium, 

sulphates, tetrachloroethylene, trichloroethylene, arsenic and lead. 
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SoE indicators on groundwater quality 

Nutrients in freshwater (CSI 020) - Nitrate 

concentrations in groundwater between 1992 and 2010 

in different geographical regions of Europe. 
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Northern Europe has low concentrations with levels 

being fairly stable over time.  

In Western Europe the concentrations are high, and 

the levels have been fairly stable over the whole 

period, with similar proportions of decreasing and 

increasing trends, and about half the GWBs with no 

trend. .  

In Eastern Europe the average concentrations are 

slightly lower after 1998, currently 3-4 mg/l lower 

than in Western Europe.  

In South-eastern Europe (only Bulgaria), average 

concentrations show a marked increase until 1998 

and variable concentrations since then, currently 

around the same level as for Western Europe.  
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SoE data on hazardous substances in 

groundwater 
http://icm.eionet.europa.eu/ETC_Reports/HazardousSubstancesInWater_2013/ 
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SoE data on hazardous substances in 

groundwater 
http://icm.eionet.europa.eu/ETC_Reports/HazardousSubstancesInWater_2013/ 
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SoE data on hazardous substances in 

groundwater 
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SoE data on hazardous substances in 

groundwater 
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Thank you for your attention! 

 


