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Summary

The EU Water Resources Framework Directive (WFD) was put into force on 22.12.2000, after long negotiations between Member States, NGOs and numerous other stakeholders. It has been a unique step towards a sustainable European water policy, and aims to establish a framework for the protection of inland, transitional and coastal waters with a significant emphasis on the ecological status of aquatic ecosystems. The key feature of the Directive is that it measures quality in ecological terms, i.e. in terms of the structure and functioning of natural ecosystems. EU countries are legally required to achieve good status and install effective river basin management along a strict time scale, and shall be penalised if they don't implement the Directive. 

The rationale of the foreseen monitoring programme for rivers is also compatible with the aims of the WFD. In this context, monitoring of water quality and its ecological condition is a key requirement. In the future lack of data on the ecological status of rivers will not be an excuse for not dealing with ecosystem degradation. More specifically, monitoring shall be carried out in accordance with Article 8 and Annex V of the Directive. The establishment of monitoring programmes shall be carried out in connection to each river basin district. For rivers, such programmes shall cover the ecological, chemical and quantitative (volume and rate of flow) status and ecological potential (status of heavily modified or artificial rivers) within river basins. Effective monitoring programmes (incl. biological, chemical and physical characteristics) must be in place by 2006. Member States will be called to report and present the first results of their monitoring by the end of 2009. 

Member States shall establish surveillance and operational monitoring programmes. In some cases, investigative monitoring may also be established. The choice for one of the three monitoring types depends on the presence or not of special circumstances with priority given to surveillance monitoring. Risk that a river will not meet the required environmental objectives leads to operational, apart from surveillance, monitoring. The methods used for river monitoring shall conform to international standards (CEN, ISO) or equivalent national methods for sampling and design, which are already developed or which will be developed under the supervision of the WFD Committee. The WFD also provides standardised methods for data evaluation, methods for classification and presentation of water status

Regarding the frequency of monitoring, this varies according to the group of parameters: biological parameters shall be monitored every 3 years (phytoplankton every 6 months), the hydromorphological ones every 6 years (hydrology continuously) and the physicochemical every 3 months (priority substances every month). However, flexibility is given to the Member States to adjust frequency and timing according to specific conditions and needs of each river. Estimates of confidence and precision attained shall be stated in the river basin management plan.

To date, EU Member States have adopted various river monitoring systems of different methodologies, some being more advanced than others. However, in several European countries monitoring programmes are often insufficient, lacking mainly coverage of biological parameters. Complying with the WFD shall be a challenge for many countries, since they will have to remodel their existing networks and decide on the most cost-effective and best environmental solutions concerning the place and time of sampling activity. Some countries have already started a number of pilot projects with a river basin focus and an intention to adapt their monitoring systems to the new WFD standards. To assist Member States in formulating monitoring methods, a pan-European project on the co-ordination of monitoring policy will be initiated, with the first expert meeting taking place in June 2001. Most Member States will participate and offer their experience and approaches in order to formulate common guidance rules.

