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I. Presentation of the Urban Waste Water Treatment 
Directive 
 

1. Objectives and content of the UWWTD 
 
The 91/271/CEE Directive on urban waste water treatment (UWWTD) was issued on 
May 1991, 21st. It concerns all the Member states of the European Union. Its objective 
is to protect the environment from the urban waste water and from the waste water 
coming from some industries. 
 
This directive aims at protecting sensitive zones and all the water masses which receive 
the releases of cities with an equivalent number of inhabitants superior to 2000. The 
treatment of the waste water depends on the level of sensitivity of the release zone. 
 
Therefore, it sets numerous quantitative objectives, which can be either the maximum 
quantity of pollutant allowed in the releases in the nature, the proportion of inhabitants 
connected to a collective sewage system. It also defines the controls that the States have 
to perform and the parameters to check regularly. 
 
The main reason of the adoption of this directive was to protect the sensitive zones 
which suffer from receiving water which is either too rich in nutriments 
(eutrophication), or too polluted. Indeed, at the time, many waste water collection 
facilities were not equipped with treatment systems for these waters and were releasing, 
most of the time, water which was both polluted and too rich in nutriments, which had 
negative consequences on the ground water. 
 
 

2. Agenda of the UWWTD 
 
The directive set an agenda that the member states had to follow. This agenda was the 
following: 
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By 1999, all the cities with an equivalent number of inhabitants superior to 10000, 
which were releasing their waste water in a sensitive zone would have to have a water 
treatment facility, including a tertiary treatment system. 
By 2001, the cities of more than 15000 inhabitants which do not release in these 
sensitive zones would have to have a secondary treatment facility. 
By 2006, all the cities between 2000 and 10000 inhabitants (in the sensitive zones) and 
between 2000 and 15000 inhabitants (outside the sensitive zones) would have to have 
water collection and treatment facilities. 
 
The directive also claims the identification, in a first time, of all the river basins of the 
cities of more than 10000 inhabitants, then of more than 2000 inhabitants. The aim is to 
identify, at the national scale, the ones which should be considered as “sensitive” and 
the ones which should not. This evaluation has to be performed regularly. Moreover, for 
each river basin thus defined, the member states have to enforce the above treatment 
measures. 
 

3. Consequences of the UWWTD 
 
When this directive was adopted, each member state had to adapt its legislation to reach 
these goals and had to mobilize huge financial means which were necessary to enforce 
it. Each country had to create or develop a water agency with a national competency, 
which had to account to the European Union for the results obtained concerning the 
waste water treatment. The member states implemented the directive with delays and 
with laws that did not meet all the time the requirements of the directive, in particular 
concerning the definition of the sensitive zones. Thus, the agenda was seldom followed. 
 
Though France was not the first member state to control and treat the waste water that 
its collection facilities were releasing, the 1964 law on water was already taking into 
account the protection of water against pollution. The environmental situation due to the 
“tout à l’égout” (“everything to sewage”) policy was used as a reference to implement 
water protection measures, one of which was the treatment of waste water. 
 
Last but not least, this directive is in adequation with the water framework directive 
(2000/06/EC), which defines quantitative objectives on water quality, without 
mentioning again the objectives of the UWWTD. The waste water collection and 
treatment facilities required by the UWWTD now have to be part of a river basin 
management pattern. The aim of these management plans is to reach, before 2015, good 
quality levels for all the river basins of all cities. 
 
 

II. Effectiveness of urban wastewater treatment policies 
in selected countries: an EEA pilot study 
 

1. A study to assess the implementation of the UWWTD 
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The Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive was issued in 1991, but water pollution 
caused by wastewater persists despite all the efforts to clean up European surface waters 
and despite the requirements of this directive. 
In 2004, a European Commission report pointed out the fact that several countries had 
failed to fulfil the requirements of the UWWTD (both in the choice of sensitive and non 
sensitive areas and in establishing the capacity of sewage treatment). 
The European Environment Agency ordered a study aiming at understanding the 
implementation problem. This pilot study examines the effectiveness of wastewater 
policies and measures in six Member States. The choice of the countries is supposed to 
take into account the diversity amongst Europe. Two of these countries have almost 
fully implemented the directive (Denmark and Netherland), two have yet to do so 
(France and Spain), and two have only recently acceded to the EU (Poland and Estonia). 
The report seeks to clarify several critical points: the role of local authorities, policy 
instruments and financial mechanisms and the issue of cost-effectiveness. The report 
focuses on the extension of sewage plants with appropriate levels of treatment 
(biological or advanced) and trends in discharges to surface waters. 
 

2. Main results of this survey 
 
Main results of the effectiveness analysis are: 
Clear lines of institutional responsibility were helpful for implementation in Denmark 
and the Netherlands.  
Overlaps of responsibilities between authorities at the local, regional and national level 
in Spain and France, together with large investment needs and bottlenecks in financing, 
appear to be important reasons for not implementing the directive requirements in time. 
Importance of the use of economic instruments as an incentive to make industry reduce 
discharge at source in order to meet the UWWTD requirements cost-effectively. 
The right balance between prevention and adequate sewage treatment capacity needs to 
be found, as sewage treatment is one of the most capital demanding environmental 
measures. Water-pollution control costs account for about 0.8 % of GDP in several 
Member States and have absorbed more than 50 % of all environmental investment in 
recent decades, so despite the relative triviality of sewage compared with many other 
environmental problems, it can crowd out other needs if not managed wisely. 
 

3. The case of France  
 
France has not responded fully to the challenge of the UWWTD, as in sensitive areas 58 
% and in non-sensitive areas 37 % of wastewater plants do not meet the requirements. 
France has some advantages (river basin management, full-cost pricing and a water-
pollution control levy) but does not seem to make the most of it. French water pollution 
levies remain modest by European standards. 
 

4. Criticisms of this survey 
 
This survey was then peer reviewed and criticized for several reasons: 
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Firstly, this survey does not take into account the decentralized sewage systems; 
therefore, low densely populated countries, which have many decentralized sewage 
systems because centralized systems would be too expensive are considered as not 
enforcing properly the directive, which is not necessarily the case. 
Secondly, this survey does not consider the fact that countries welcoming a huge 
number of tourists have to maintain, in some areas, an oversized sewage system, which 
has consequences on investments on other water treatment facilities. 
Thirdly, as far as France is concerned, the survey underestimates the spending in water 
infrastructures since it considers only the amount of money managed by the Agences de 
l’eau, whereas the local authorities also play a key role in financing the investments, 
thanks to the redevance d’assainissement. 
For all these reasons, large, touristic, low-densely populated countries were quite 
unfairly penalized by this “net pollution load” method, whereas the reality is more 
balanced, as far as the implementation of the UWWTD is concerned. 
 
 
 


