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Agenda item 19


Water Resilience Strategy, with Pedro Arrojo-Agudo, UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to safe drinking water and sanitation, Marcos Ros Sempere, Member of the European Parliament (remotely), Pernille Weiss-Ehler, Member of the Cabinet of Commissioner Roswall (remotely), linked to the adoption of opinions CCMI/223 Initiative for water resilience, CCMI/247 Water resilience and the twin transition: Industrial approaches addressing the relationship between water, digitalisation and decarbonisation and REX/597 Blue Diplomacy and water cooperation – solutions to relieve the pressure of climate induced migration





The EESC Vice-President, Mr Aurel Laurențiu Plosceanu asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 19, a debate on the Water Resilience Strategy.

Opening the debate, the Vice-President noted that two years had passed since the EESC launched its call for an EU Blue Deal, placing itself proudly at the forefront of European water politics. He said that the Blue Deal has been one of the most consequential initiatives of the Committee, acknowledged by the other European Union institutions and gathering strong support from civil society, businesses and social partners across sectors. He then noted that two years on, significant steps had been made in the right direction, including the appointment of a Commissioner dedicated to water, and the publication of the European Water Resilience Strategy (EWRS), which addresses many of the EESC’s main demands. He then urged the EU to step up efforts to address water from a comprehensive and cross-sectoral perspective in all EU policies. He reaffirmed the need for a Blue Deal alongside the EU Green Deal and underlined that water concerned not only the environment, but that it also went hand in hand with agriculture, industry and the environment, with preparedness and competitiveness, and had a growing geopolitical dimension which could not be neglected. As a key new measure, he announced the EESC’s proposal for a water test for all new and revised EU legislation. He concluded by saying that by working together and involving civil society, we can find solutions to the pressing water challenges.

Pedro Arrojo-Agudo, UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to safe drinking water and sanitation, stressed that, while climate mitigation remained important, extreme events such as floods were already affecting communities across Europe. He called for adaptation measures coupled with a water transition, underlining that social and environmental resilience must go hand in hand. He mentioned the EU Water Framework Directive as a leading example of water management globally, addressing healthy water resources. Calling for a human-rights-based approach to water governance, he noted that although EU legislation and the EWRS recognised the human right to water and sanitation and saw water as a public good, measures supporting these aims needed to be developed further in the strategy. Speaking of the ‘polluter pays’ principle, he underlined that those who were responsible for degradation should pay for the damages, instead of creating more pressure to increase water prices and leaving the citizens to foot the bill. Finally, he stressed the need to translate the EWRS into practice and discussed the challenge of financing. Calling funding a question of priorities, he noted that there seemed to be no lack of funding for an arms race, while there was not enough public financing to address water.

Member of the European Parliament Marcos Ros Sempere noted that the EESC had been a pioneer in putting water at the centre of the EU debate. Calling for a paradigm shift at EU level, he stressed that water could not be treated as one of the elements of the EU Green Deal. He mentioned that the European Parliament’s resolution on the EWRS saw water as an essential element for health and economic competitiveness, and called for more efficient use of water and for proactive management of water resources. He spoke about the recurring water challenges in his region of Murcia, Spain, and how people were prepared to address these challenges. He then noted that the recently adopted mid-term review of EU cohesion policy reinforced the EWRS by supporting desalination, the modernisation of agriculture and reutilisation of water, and by supporting blue technologies and investments in infrastructure. Speaking about financing and the next EU multiannual financial framework (MFF), he stressed the importance of cohesion policy as one of the pillars of the EU providing balance between the different regions and financing measures supporting water resilience. He concluded by calling for strong funding for cohesion policy, which should not be integrated as part of the proposed national plans of the MFF.

Pernille Weiss-Ehler, member of the Cabinet of Commissioner Roswall, thanked the EESC for its work and good cooperation since 2023 and for paving the way for water resilience with the EU Blue Deal opinions and declaration. She noted that the EWRS had over 30 actions, and that their implementation needed the engagement of the EU institutions and all stakeholders. She outlined the three main objectives of the EWRS: Firstly, she noted that restoring the water cycle needed to be at the forefront. Secondly, she mentioned the need to build a water-smart economy and to protect competitiveness with European solutions and innovations. She underlined the need to work with stakeholders in every catchment area and river basin and to show an example for the rest of the world in managing both the quality and quantity of water. Thirdly, echoing Mr Arrojo-Agudo, she mentioned the need to ensure accessibility and affordability of water and sanitation for everyone at all times, and noted that water-resilient communities were also important from the point of view of crisis preparedness and security. Regarding water efficiency, she mentioned the water efficiency goal of 10% by 2030 and said that the Commission was working on providing more and better data and improving methodologies in different sectors to support this aim.

Finally, Ms Weiss-Ehler announced that the first Water Resilience Forum would take place on 8 December, co-hosted by the EESC and the CoR and providing a space to discuss how to roll out the different actions of the EWRS. She also mentioned that the European Commission was carrying out structured dialogues with each Member State to see how to implement existing legislation, discuss remaining obstacles, share best practices and create guidelines. She concluded by taking note of the EESC’s new proposals and by welcoming the water stress test as a constructive tool going forward.

András Edelényi (HU-I) presented the opinion CCMI/223 Welcoming the European Water Resilience Strategy, and pinpointed three main areas where further work was needed: Firstly, regarding governance, he urged the EU to place water at the top of the political agenda, and to give priority to water investments in the next MFF. He mentioned the Water Stress Test for new and revised EU legislation as a key new proposal by the EESC. Secondly, as an operational and technical priority, Mr Edelényi highlighted the importance of water efficiency first and foremost, as well as the need to focus on pollution prevention at the source. Thirdly, he stressed the need to work with civil society in raising awareness about water and the water footprint, and invited the EU to put water at the centre of its preparedness strategy. He then spoke about the territorial nature of the water strategy, and how this linked to the ‘source to sea’ approach and to subsidiarity questions around river basins. Finally, Mr Edelényi noted that the EESC wished to actively participate in the Water Resilience Forum and in the Water Smart Industrial Alliance, and in the creation of a water stakeholder platform.

Carole Desiano (FR-II) presented the opinion CCMI/247, which addresses the interconnectedness of industrial competitiveness, decarbonisation and water as a vital resource. She mentioned that one of the main focuses of recommendations was Artificial Intelligence (AI) and data centres and their impact on water use and the environment, due to the role they play in today’s industrial processes. She then outlined some of the main recommendations of the opinion, including a call to revise the EU industrial strategy to better address water, and the need for better coherence of water-related policies and increased attention to the water-energy nexus. She also stressed the need to make water a strategic priority in the next MFF and urged the EU to provide stronger political and financial support for water-resilient decarbonisation technologies and for industries adopting water-saving measures. She then spoke about the importance of improving the collection and interoperability of water data and underlined the need for social dialogue and education on issues concerning the entire water cycle. She concluded by saying that the EU could transform water challenges into factors of competitiveness and resilience by ensuring the right coordination between technological and digital developments and how they related to water.

Milena Angelova (BG-I) presented REX/597 opinion, insisting on the fact that water resilience must be treated with the same ambition as decarbonisation, as water is broader than a purely environmental and climate issue. She explained that in the absence of effective solutions and swift actions, an exponentially growing number of people would be forced to leave their homes in search of survival – a phenomenon known as ‘climate-induced migration’. In fact, according to recent studies, over 376 million people around the world have been forcibly displaced by floods, windstorms, earthquakes or droughts since 2008, with a record of 32.6 million in 2022 alone. The rapporteur added that with climate change as the driving catalyst, the number of ‘climate refugees’ would soar.

In this context, the rapporteur, Ms Angelova, mentioned that the EESC was calling for collecting comprehensive data on climate migration and for policies to prioritise addressing the root causes of displacement, ensuring legal protection for those affected and supporting climate adaptation in vulnerable regions. 

Finally, she mentioned that tackling water scarcity in the Global South required a multidimensional, collaborative approach involving local communities, governments, international organisations and the private sector to launch a lighthouse partnership programme, including measures to develop water and wastewater infrastructure, cooperation on blue technologies, and enhancing conditions for creating local businesses and promoting entrepreneurship and quality jobs.

In the ensuing general debate, the following EESC members took the floor: Alain Coheur (BE-III), Pietro Francesco de Lotto (IT-I), Florian Marin (RO-II), Marc Decoster (BE-III), Paul Rübig (AT-I), Thomas Kattnig (AT-II), Zolt Kükedi (HU-III) and Tatjana Babrauskienė (LT-II).

Topics raised included: the EESC’s leading role in pushing for strong water policies; the need to keep up the momentum at EU level and ensure that water is addressed across policy areas such as competitiveness and industry, food security, health and preparedness and energy; the importance of guaranteeing access to water and preventing water poverty with affordable water services; the need to ensure resilience of infrastructures and water systems;  the EESC’s contribution to the Water Forum and UN Water Conference as an active partner; the Committee’s call for an EU Water Test; the need for faster implementation of the EWRS and more binding targets; the need for incentives and tools supporting technological solutions and investments in water-efficiency in agriculture and industries; call for sufficient water funding in the next MFF to fund existing investment needs and the implementation of the EWRS; the EESC’s continued commitment to monitor the take up of its proposals and to ensure successful implementation of the EWRS; the need for a new value chain for water treatment; positive cooperation with the European Parliament and with the European Committee of the Regions on water policy; the need to treat water as an instrument of solidarity and as a public good; the importance of working on the geopolitics of water; the need to address pollution and recover raw materials from water; the importance of establishing priorities and putting humans first when it comes to water supply; the importance of water data; absence of water in industrial policies and in green policies; the need to work beyond borders; water as a basis for our common future and as a testament to our ancestors. 

In her reply, Milena Angelova (BG-I) emphasised the geopolitical aspects and the fact that Europe should become an international leader to tackle water scarcity. She mentioned the need to restore the global hydrological cycle as a path to follow for the future.

In her response, Carole Desiano (FR-II) extended her thanks to the CCMI team, to the speakers and the co-rapporteur of CCMI/247.

András Edelényi (HU-I) spoke about the need to invest resources in a conscious way, paying attention to the urgency of the challenge, to the expected return on investment and to the availability of key resources going forward.

Pernille Weiss-Ehler responded by expressing her willingness to continue the dialogue on the global aspects of water and on other topics, such as the industrial parts of the EWRS, and its link with the Clean Industrial Deal. She mentioned the Water Academy and the skills dimension as important measures of the EWRS which allow people to implement the new technologies and the strategy in practice, building on their needs and competences. 

Marcos Ros Sempere concluded by reiterating the importance of funding in the next financing period to support the implementation of the new strategy. He defended the need for strong cohesion policy, which can support regional investments in water resilience.

Pedro Arrojo-Agudo thanked the speakers for highlighting the public nature of water. Acknowledging the EESC’s work on data centres and AI, he noted that his report on water and energy presented at the UN Human Rights Council in September sounded the alarm regarding the increase in the amount of electricity which is being used and how it undermines our climate and other goals. He urged the EU to pay closer attention to water and energy management. He then concluded by saying that Europe would face challenges and uncertainty going ahead, and expressed his continued support to the Committee. 

The Vice-President thanked the speakers and members for the enriching discussion and powerful debate. He noted that the EESC has proven its expertise and its added value as a champion for water policy. He then went on to say that the Committee could play an active role in the announced Water Resilience Forum and Water Smart Industrial Alliance, and that it aimed to go further and leverage its knowledge by setting up, together with its partners, a Water Stakeholder Platform. He called on the EU to increase its efforts on Blue Diplomacy and to act as a leading voice calling for a global response to the current water crisis. Finally, he noted that civil society, workers and employers could play a key role in ensuring that the Water Resilience Strategy is implemented in a comprehensive, strategic way, leaving no one and no sector behind.
_____________
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