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Summary 

Rivers and wetlands are critical for life on Earth since they provide a wide range of ecosystem services 

upon which species and habitats as well as humans and their socio-economic activities entirely depend, 

such as food, biodiversity, water and climate regulation. Yet available data point both to their continuous 

degradation as well as to limited and slow-paced efforts to restore their natural functions.  

According to the European Environmental Agency (EEA) only around 40 % of the 110,000 bodies of 

surface water in the EU (i.e. rivers, lakes and transitional and coastal waters) are currently in good 

ecological status and only 38 % in a good chemical status1, which will make it hard to achieve the 

corresponding goals set by the Water Framework Directive2. The Global Wetland Outlook published by 

the Secretariat of the Ramsar Convention on wetlands of international importance also portrays a 

worrying situation as it reports that our continent lost 35% of its inland and coastal wetlands since 1970. 

Most damages are being recorded in Mediterranean Europe, where almost half of natural wetlands have 

disappeared.  

The present policy brief aims to provide a clear overview on how the current EU policy framework may 

guide and support local and regional authorities in the implementation of river and wetland restoration 

measures and of nature-based solutions to improve or reverse the abovementioned trends. It also 

intends to put the spotlight on the wealth of good practices from Interreg Europe projects that can serve 

as an inspiration for untapping the potential of rivers as drivers of local and regional sustainable 

development. In this respect, particular attention will be devoted to showcasing ways to valorise the 

natural and cultural heritage along inland watercourses, foster sustainable transport on inland 

waterways, integrate wetlands in green-blue infrastructures and preserve nature and culture around 

river mouths. 

Challenges for inland waters 

Rivers and wetlands are subjected to multiple pressures mainly related to land use change and pollution. 

Land use change impacting on these natural resources has been a reality in Europe for centuries. Wide-

scale wetland drainage projects as well as the canalisation of rivers and streams have been undertaken 

to free space for agriculture and urban development, swiping away these waterbodies or altering their 

ecological character.  

A factor that historically weighted on the modification of rivers is the construction of large dams and 

barriers along river axis to enable the generation of electricity by hydropower plants. In many cases 

around Europe such projects have led to an impoverishment of the ecological status of rivers since, 

besides influencing their flows, they also affected biodiversity and ecosystems hosted by the latter. 

Among others, this has been identified as the main cause of the 93% decline in migratory freshwater 

fish witnessed in Europe in the last five decades3. 

Removing barriers 

The EEA has recently taken a strong stance in favour of the removal of obsolete barriers to restore 

European rivers into their free-flowing state. The Agency in fact reported that barriers ï over 1 million 

throughout the continent ï constitute a significant pressure for over 20% of surface waterbodies and 

indicated that dam removal can be a viable solution for restoring river continuity, especially if targeted 

at obsolete barriers4. The Agency therefore encouraged the prioritisation of measures to restore 

continuity and the adoption of strategies and coordinated approaches in this regard at all levels. At the 

same time, it recognised that the use of barriers along watercourses remains necessary for activities 

such as hydropower production, navigation and flood protection, which are supported by various EU 

policies and instruments. Hydropower, for instance, will be essential to decarbonise the energy mix and 

 
1 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state-of-water. 
2 Directive 2000/60/EC establishing a framework for Community action in the field of water policy, which requires Member 

States to achieve the ógood ecological and chemical statusô for all waterbodies by 2027. 
3 World Fish Migration Foundation, The Living Planet Index for migratory freshwater fish - Technical Report (2020), see here. 
4 EEA, Tracking barriers and their impacts on European river ecosystems ï Report (2021), available here.  

https://www.eea.europa.eu/
https://www.global-wetland-outlook.ramsar.org/outlook
https://worldfishmigrationfoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/LPI_report_2020.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/water/european-waters/water-use-and-environmental-pressures/tracking-barriers-and-their-impacts
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achieve RED II targets5 for 2030 in many regions 

and the ongoing efforts to partially shift onto inland 

waterways freight transport will also continue to 

require the regulation of river flows through 

barriers.  

Barriers for the exploitation of rivers for hydro-

electrical purposes or otherwise regulating their 

flows are not the sole factor that contributes to 

detaching them from their floodplains and to 

deteriorating their ecological status. As indicated 

above, also urban development and agriculture 

concur greatly to altering river conditions as well 

as those of lakes, transitional, coastal waters, seas 

and groundwater bodies.  

The European agricultural sector, in particular, 

should undergo meaningful changes to decrease 

the pressure it exerts on water bodies, according 

to another recent EEA report6. The Agency called 

upon EU policymakers to recognise the value of 

agroecological principles, organic farming and 

nature-based solutions for greening agriculture in 

Europe and suggested that the post 2020 

Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) should 

encourage their wider uptake. Nature-based solutions, for instance, can be very effective in limiting at 

source pollution caused by farming, hence reducing this type of pressure on water bodies while also 

delivering on greenhouse gas emission reductions and biodiversity protection. 

Restoring rivers and wetlands 

The importance of restoring rivers and wetlands and implementing nature-based solutions has been 

notably stressed also by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services (IPBES) in its 2019 óGlobal report on the biodiversity and ecosystem servicesô. The report, 

which provides an independent scientific assessment on the state of nature worldwide and aims to 

inform the development of the post 2020 multilateral framework on biodiversity7, defines a series of 

óapproaches of sustainabilityô that governments, public authorities, communities and private 

stakeholders are invited to adopt for the purpose of restoring, protecting and enhancing nature and 

generating multiple long-term socio-economic benefits.  

Some of these approaches to sustainability entail taking actions for preventing the degradation of 

wetlands to enable the effective management and sustainable use of terrestrial landscapes, and to 

improve freshwater management, protection and connectivity. Concerning nature-based solutions, the 

IPBES global report suggests that they should be integrated in approaches to sustainability aimed at 

building sustainable cities, where their cost-effective utilisation can strengthen the green infrastructure 

and sustain urban development in a manner that contributes to climate mitigation and adaptation. 

The current EU policy context 

Presented by the European Commission as the growth strategy that will guide the transition towards a 

carbon neutral economy by 2050, the European Green Deal (EGD) also constitutes the relevant 

 
5 Directive (EU) 2018/2001 on the promotion of the use of energy from renewable sources (RED II) requires the EU to fulfil at least 

32% of its total energy needs with renewable energy by 2030. For more info on the upcoming revision of the Directive, see here. 
6 EEA Report N. 17/2020 on óWater and agriculture: towards sustainable solutionsô, available here. 
7 https://www.cbd.int/conferences/post2020. The 15th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological 

(CBD) that is set to define this framework will take place in Kunming (China) from 11 to 24 October 2021.  

 

Trebbia River (Emilia-Romagna, Italy). Image credits: GreenMatters 

 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/113/towards-a-post-2020-common-agricultural-policy
https://www.ipbes.net/
https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/inline/files/ipbes_global_assessment_report_summary_for_policymakers.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/communication-european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/topics/renewable-energy/renewable-energy-directive/overview_it#renewable-energy-in-the-european-green-deal
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/water-and-agriculture-towards-sustainable-solutions
https://www.cbd.int/
http://www.greenmatterz.eu/
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framework for the topic addressed by this policy brief. The EGD communication has indeed introduced 

the overarching goal of restoring the natural functions of ground and surface waters óto preserve and 

restore biodiversity in lakes, rivers, wetlands and estuaries, and to prevent and limit the damage from 

floodsô8. The fact that rivers and wetlands are high on the EU policy agenda is furthermore confirmed 

by the assessment of a series of policy instruments adopted under the EGD since its inception in 

December 2019, which have further shed light on how to implement the various aspects of the 

aforementioned goal and on how rivers and wetlands can help European cities and regions to become 

carbon neutral. The most salient ones in this regard are briefly outlined in the remainder of this section. 

The EU 2030 Biodiversity Strategy 

Adopted in May 2020, the EU 2030 Biodiversity Strategy9 aims to guide the efforts to reverse in the next 

ten years the dramatic trends on biodiversity loss being recorded in Europe. It is arguably the most 

important instrument adopted in the framework of the EGD seeking to determine the future of rivers and 

wetlands. Indeed, it contains a strong focus on restoring freshwater ecosystems to achieve the 

objectives of the Water Framework Directive, whose implementation lags behind in many European 

regions. The Strategy clarifies that restoring the natural functions of rivers can be done by removing 

barriers preventing the passage of migrating fish and improving the flow of water and sediments. To this 

end, it establishes the target of restoring at least 25,000 km of rivers into free-flowing rivers through the 

removal of obsolete barriers and the restoration of floodplains and wetlands by 2030. Besides improving 

water regulation, flood protection, nursery habitat for fish and removing pollution, large-scale river and 

floodplain restoration investments are effective in supporting the development of socio-economic 

activities like tourism and recreation, according to the European Commission.  

The Farm to Fork Strategy 

In the view of the European Commission, the goal of strengthening the resilience of the EU food system 

while reducing its environmental and climate footprint and ensuring food security and sustainability 

cannot be separated from that of protecting rivers and wetlands. In fact, the Farm to Fork Strategy10 

makes clear that preserving and restoring land, freshwater and sea-based resources on which the food 

system depends will be crucial for enabling its implementation. In this regard, the Strategy stresses the 

need to address the excess of nutrients from agriculture, a major cause of water pollution and 

biodiversity loss in rivers, lakes, wetlands and seas. Consequently, it commits the Commission to reduce 

nutrient losses by at least 50% and calls for at least a 20% reduction in the use of fertilisers by 2030, to 

be achieved, among others, in the context of the new CAP for 2021-2027 through the proposed 

óSustainability Tool for Nutrientsô and the application of sustainable agricultural practices in intensive 

livestock farming hotspots. The Farm to Fork Strategy also identifies inland waters as a space that may 

contribute to the objective of reaching a significant increase in organic aquaculture by 2030, a target 

further enucleated in the Action Plan on organic farming11 adopted in March 2021. 

The Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy 

To achieve climate neutrality by mid-century, greenhouse gas emissions from the transport sector will 

have to undergo a 90% cut. This very deep reduction will only be possible if all transport modes 

contribute to the effort and if multimodal transport is strongly supported. The Sustainable and Smart 

Mobility Strategy12 published in December 2020 constitutes the policy framework for the efforts in this 

regard, setting milestones and projections for each transport mode for the next thirty years. With regard 

to inland waterways and short sea shipping the Strategy foresees an increase of 25% by 2030 and of 

50% by 2050, respectively, and predicts that waterborne-based intermodal transport will compete on 

 
8 European Commission, communication on óThe European Green Dealô of 11 December 2019, COM(2019) 640 final. 
9 Ibidem, communication on óEU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 Bringing nature back into our livesô of 20 May 2020, COM(2020) 

380 final. 
10 Ibid. communication on óA Farm to Fork Strategy for a fair, healthy and environmentally-friendly food systemô of 20 May 2020, 

COM(2020) 381 final. 
11 Ib. communication on óAn Action Plan for the development of organic productionô of 25 March 2021, COM(2021) 141 final. 
12 Ib. communication on óSustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy ï putting European transport on track for the futureô of 9 

December 2020, COM(2020) 789 final. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/eu-biodiversity-strategy-2030_en#the-business-case-for-biodiversity
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0381
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/food-farming-fisheries/farming/documents/com2021_141-organic-action-plan_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0789
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0789
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equal footing with road-only transport. For the Commission, the priority transfer of a substantial part of 

the 75% of inland freight currently carried by road onto inland waterways (and rail) is required to reduce 

emissions and increase the overall efficiency of the transport system. The benefits of deploying zero-

emission vessels and of promoting waterborne public transport solutions are clearly recognized by the 

Strategy, which also calls for a better use of inland water ways into cities to green last mile urban 

logistics. 

The new EU Climate Adaptation Strategy 

Adopted in February 2021, the new Climate Adaptation Strategy13 starts from the premise that nature is 

a vital ally in the fight against climate change. Therefore, its goal of making Europe more resilient and 

better prepared to respond and adapt to the challenges linked to climate change is anchored to the 

imperatives of maintaining and enhancing ecosystem services and implementing nature-based 

solutions. For this reason, the Strategy highlights how much protecting and restoring wetlands and 

coastal ecosystems and adopting solutions that harness the power of nature to reinforce green-blue 

infrastructures is essential for delivering on multiple environmental objectives (such as better flood 

management) and bringing socio-economic benefits to the communities. The local level is labelled by 

the Strategy as óthe bedrock of adaptationô, which thus makes clear that local and regional 

policymakers primarily bear the responsibility of forging a climate resilient continent.  

 

 
13 European Commission, communication on óForging a climate-resilient Europe - the new EU Strategy on Adaptation to Climate 

Changeô of 24 February 2021, COM(2021) 82 final. 

óComing soonô ï Expected EU policy 

initiatives and legislative proposals 

relevant for rivers and wetlands 

Á Zero pollution action plan on air, water and soil 

(2021) 

Á Nature restoration law (2021) 

Á Technical guidance and support to identify 

sites for river restoration (2021) 

Á New EU soil strategy (2021) 

Á Post 2020 Common Agricultural Policy 

(negotiations ongoing) 

Á Strategic Guidelines for the sustainable 

development of EU aquaculture (2021) 

Á Revision of Directive 2010/75/EU on industrial 

emissions (2021) 

Á Evaluation of the Sewage Sludge Directive 

86/278/EEC (2021) 

Á 2021-2027 Action Plan on Inland waterway 

transport - NAIADES III (2021) 

Á Revision of Directive 91/271/EEC on Urban 

Waste Water Treatment (2022) 

 Ticino River (Lombardy, Italy). Image credits: GreenMatters 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/adaptation/what_en



















