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Background

Key facts

Water-related ecosystems are closely interrelated with water resources. These ecosystems, such as wetlands and forests, 
are recognized as the natural infrastructure essential for the sustainable provision of water resources. They are vital 
for economic, social and environmental development and key to reducing poverty. Water-related ecosystems and the 
services they offer therefore need to be protected and their value recognized in order to ensure sustainable water 
management. In other words, we should protect nature to protect water.

A positive trend towards the improvement of water quality and important progress in the protection and management of water-
related ecosystems have been observed over the past 20 years in most parts of Europe. However, there are still many 
challenges, especially in Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia.

Hydromorphological alterations and the decrease of biodiversity remain a main concern throughout the region. Reversing the 
degradation of ecosystems through their protection, restoration and sustainable use, while meeting increasing demands for 
their services (water-quantity and water-quality related services), is still a major challenge. 

To this end, a better understanding of the services that ecosystems provide and their value is needed.

A number of effective legal tools have been put in placed and implemented, providing a sound legal basis for the protection 
of water-related ecosystems. 

At the pan-European level, the UNECE Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and 
International Lakes (Water Convention) has been a strong driver for the adoption of an ecosystem approach. In particular, 
the Water Convention highlights the importance of developing transboundary cooperation on shared water resources and 
ecosystems in the UNECE region. 

The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands has also had a positive impact on the conservation and wise use of wetlands through 
the establishment of integrated ecosystem planning and management.

At the European Union (EU) level, the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) and the Urban Waste Water Directive have 
promoted an integrated management of all water uses at the river basin scale and have resulted in a remarkable improvement 
of water quality, in particular through a significant reduction of point source pollution. 

Over the past 20 years, better regulation of and investments in wastewater treatment 
plants, a decrease in pollution from industrial facilities, new water policies, research 
and knowledge sharing have resulted in the improvement of water quality and water-
related ecosystems.
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However, numerous pressures remain — from agriculture, untreated or insufficiently treated industrial and domestic 
wastewater, mining, old chemical burdens, unsafe landfills, tailings ponds and inappropriate land use.

Agriculture causes a significant negative impact on the quality and quantity of water resources. The use of nitrates, 
phosphates and pesticides results in diffuse pollution. In addition, increasing groundwater abstraction for irrigation 
results in the decline of groundwater levels, saltwater intrusion and the drying up of wetlands. But examples of good 
agricultural practices and reform of environmental policies show how the pressure on water resources can be reduced.

The Dutch nutrient pollution policy is based on a farm-level nutrient accounting system enforced by a tax on the annual net 
balance of nutrients in excess of a levy-free minimum. Farmers record the amount of nitrogen and phosphorus that comes 
onto the farm, e.g., through feed, livestock, fodder, manure and chemical fertilizer, and the amount that leaves it in such forms 
as livestock, forage, manure, grain, milk and eggs. Farmers are charged a levy on the nitrogen and phosphorus surplus. The 
taxes aim to motivate behavioural changes. 

Significant efforts have been made by industries to decrease their water use and pollution loads by recycling, changing 
production processes and using efficient technologies. But industrial accidents are still threatening human health, safety 
and the environment, despite prevention and contingency planning efforts. The UNECE Convention on the 
Transboundary Effects of Industrial Accidents provides an important framework for the prevention of and 
preparedness to such accidents. A joint expert group of the Industrial Accidents and the Water Convention considers 
potential impacts of industrial accidents on water resources.

In October 2010, the walls of a reservoir of residue at an aluminium plant broke in Ajka, Hungary. Even if the toxic red sludge 
spill was contained and did not cause damage in neighbouring countries, the catastrophe caused several casualties, 
thousand of injured persons and millions of euros in damages. 

Unsustainable modifications of hydromorphology and river continuity, mostly to straighten watercourses, develop 
hydropower or for irrigation purposes, disturb the natural flow and sediment regime of rivers. These are serious 
obstacles in the EU to the achievement of good ecological status objective of the WFD by 2015. Investment in river 
restoration schemes to ensure river continuity and the reconnection of the wetlands and flood-plains with the rivers are 
necessary to strengthen ecosystems protection.

In 2000, at the initiative of the World Wildlife Fund, the Heads of State of Bulgaria, Romania, the Republic of Moldova and 
2 2Ukraine agreed to restore 2,236 km  of flood-plain to form the 9,000-km  Lower Danube Green Corridor to attenuate floods, 

2restore and protect biodiversity, improve water quality and enhance regional livelihoods. By 2008, 469 km  of flood-plain (14 
per cent of the area pledged) had been restored. Some flood control benefits are already visible, for example, the restored 21-

2 3km  Babina Island polder alone holds 35 million m  of floodwater. 

From a development perspective, flood-plain restoration helps to improve local livelihoods. Altogether, provision of 
ecosystem services for fisheries, forestry, animal feed, nutrient retention and recreation through flood-plain restoration is 
valued as €500 for each hectare annually. If the total area pledged is restored, the value of the resulting ecosystem 
services is estimated at €111.8 million annually. 

The environmental footprint of human activities has doubled during the past 40 years. Awareness about the growing 
cost of biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation has lead to the adoption of the concept of “value of nature”. Innovative 
financing mechanisms and especially payment for ecosystems services (PES) have been recognized as crucial for 
addressing some of the failures identified in environmental management; however, they are still not widely used. By 2020, it 
is estimated that payment for water-related ecosystem services could reach US$ 6 billion worldwide. Several examples in the 
UNECE region, e.g. in New York and France have been successfully implemented. 

Water-related ecosystems are at the heart of many sectoral policies (e.g., with regard to irrigation, energy, transport and 
tourism); the integration of different policies is therefore a real challenge to prevent improvements in water management from 
being compromised by other sectoral activities. Ecosystems and the services they provide are key for the sustainability of 
water resources management.

The valuation of ecosystem services should therefore be incorporated into decision-making and the development of effective 
policy for the sustainable management of water resources.

Way forward
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