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Given that it is vital to life, water should be conserved as
a fragile resource and a public good. The Commission
should agree on the need to recognise access to and
the adequate supply of water and sanitation as a
fundamental human right, given that they are vital
to life and dignity, and in so doing to exclude them
permanently from the commercial rules of the internal
market.
An Le Nouail-Marlière, rapporteur for the EESC Opinion
on Water and sanitation are a human right

Introduction
The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) “Water and sanitation are a
human right! Water is a public good, not a commodity!“ was the first
successful ECI, achieving over 1.6 million validated signatures from
across 13 Member States. The Initiative called upon the Commission to
“implement the human right to water and sanitation in European law“.
In particular, the ECI stated that EU legislation should require
governments to provide all citizens with sufficient clean drinking
water and sanitation, and that water supplies – and the management
of water resources – should not be subject to “internal market rules”.
Water services, in other words, should be excluded from liberalisation.
Finally, the Initiative called upon the EU to increase efforts to achieve
universal access to water and sanitation.
The Communication also outlines future actions in areas that are of
direct relevance to the initiative and its goals. In particular, the Commission will reinforce implementation of its water quality legislation,
building on the commitments presented in the 7th Environment Action
Programme and the Water Blueprint ; launch an EU-wide public consultation on the Drinking Water Directive ; and improve transparency for
urban wastewater and drinking water data management.

What the EU is doing
In March 2014, the European Commission published a Communication
setting out its official response to the ECI, in which it affirmed the
importance of the human right to water and sanitation, and of water
as a public good and fundamental value. It reiterated that “water is not
a commercial product“, and promised to “build on its past work and
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continue to increase and improve access to safe drinking water and
sanitation for the whole population through environmental policies
and infrastructural funding“.
Within the global context, the Communication states that the EU
remains committed to implementing the Sustainable Development
Goals1 and will continue to actively promote access to safe drinking
water and sanitation through its development policy, in particular
through a financial commitment of more than EUR 3 billion to carry
out nutrition-sensitive interventions including for water and sanitation
(2014-2020)2.
The Communication also outlines future actions in areas that are
of direct relevance to the initiative and its goals. In particular, the
Commission will reinforce implementation of its water quality
legislation, building on the commitments presented in the 7th Environment Action Programme and the Water Blueprint3; launch an
EU-wide public consultation on the Drinking Water Directive 4; and
improve transparency for urban wastewater and drinking water
data management.

The EESC’s position
In September 2014, the EESC decided to draw up an own-initiative
opinion on the Commission Communication. This was adopted in the
October Plenary by 151 votes to two, with five abstentions. While the
opinion broadly welcomes the Commission’s overall support for the
ECI and its recognition of the importance of water and sanitation for all,
it feels that many EU measures have not gone far enough.
On the positive side, the Opinion welcomes the exclusion of water
supply services from the Concessions Directive5. It also welcomes
the Commission’s recognition that water services are generally the
responsibility of local authorities – which are closest to citizens – and
that public-public partnerships should be recognised as effective tools
to enhance the performance of public authorities and water services,
both internationally and within the EU.
The EESC supports the Commission in its recognition of the importance
of transparency and welcomes the Commission’s intention to promote
the benchmarking of water services as regards economic, technical
and quality performance indicators. The EESC believes that public
authorities must be in a position to exert extensive control on the
quality and efficiency of services provided by water utilities.

UN Sustainable Development Goals http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org.
Commission Communication on the European Citizens' Initiative, p. 11.
Water Blueprint: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/blueprint/index_en.htm
Completed Consultation: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/consultations/water_drink_en.htm
Concessions Directive http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2014.094.01.0001.01.ENG

However, the EESC believes that the Commission has lacked ambition
in its response to the expectations of more than 1.6 million people
(1.9 million signatures were collected in total), and is critical that the
Commission has not put forward a new proposal for an EU instrument
recognising the human right to water. It also expresses surprise that an
ECI of this magnitude has simply been met with a public consultation
on the quality of drinking water.
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With the drive towards privatisation that we are seeing
in places like Spain, water is becoming more and more of
a commodity, rather than an essential good. We need to
distinguish between commercial and non-commercial
usage, and the Commission Communication does not go
far enough in this regard.
Pablo Sanchez Centellas, Communications & Campaigns,
European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU)

EESC recommendations
The EESC wants to see specific, binding measures that directly address
this ECI. In particular, legally binding European legislation should
stipulate that profit must not be the goal of water-management and
related services.
Essentially, citizens must have access to – and a right to – a minimum
water service that is protected as a non-commercial public resource.
The EESC wants to see water – which of course is necessary to people’s
survival – subject to a specific approach and removed from the scope
of free trade. The privatisation of water sources “directly threatens the
livelihoods of the poorest people“, states the opinion.

the cornerstones of the ECI (17 Member States have, to date, abstained
from this UN Resolution). Otherwise, the EESC notes, the statement
that “water is a public good“ is meaningless. The EESC also believes that
declaring development and aid policy in this area to be bound by a
human right would make it easier to combat corruption.
The EESC also wants to see more not-for-profit partnerships in the
water sector, capable of sharing expertise and knowledge between
water and sanitation utilities, and technology transferred between
developed and developing countries. Public funding under the
7th Framework Programme for research should be made available to
the not-for-profit sector for these purposes.
Furthermore, the EESC believes that the Commission’s commitment
on water quality and transparent management, while welcomed, does
not address the point raised by the ECI that all citizens and residents
must have access to a minimum, subsistence amount of water. The EU
must accept that between one and two million Europeans still do not
have access to clean water and sanitation. Austerity has led to many
families having their water supplies cut off, which is not in keeping with
the principle of water being a public good.
There is a lack of data on this problem, and the EU must therefore work
to enhance Member State knowledge of the extent to which vulnerable
groups, such as the homeless, the Roma and those living in precarious
housing are affected, in order to properly address this issue. The review
of the Water Framework Directive (WFD) and Drinking Water Directive
should provide an opportunity to integrate elements concerning the
principle of universal access, as well as the WFD principle for recovering
the costs of water services.

This leads on to the EESC’s recommendation that a European
instrument recognising the human right to water and sanitation, as
established by the UN in July 20106, should be adopted. This was one of

Further information
EESC opinions: www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.search&q=undeclared+work
European Commission Platform: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=2055&furtherNews=yes
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound) survey:
www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef13243.htm
Eurobarometer report: http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_402_en.pdf
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UN Resolution 64/292 http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/?symbol=A/RES/64/292&lang=E

