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Background 
• Nutrients and pesticides are a major source of pollution of water sources in Europe, 
• Difficult to reduce pressures from agriculture on drinking water resources,  
• After initial reductions (90-ies), water quality improvement stagnated since 2010 
• Why? Explanations from different perspectives: 
 

- Extensive European legal framework but complex 
- National implementation by sectoral law and policies, fragmented responsibilities 
- Complex interactions between land use and water system 
- Low hanging fruit already harvested  

 
Hypothesis 
Interactions between social-economic, legal and ecological knowledge domains play a 
pivotal role in water quality improvement.  
 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework 
 

 
Methods 
• Hypothesis tested for 5 cases from H2020 Fairway (https://www.fairway-is.eu/) 
• Conceptual framework on interactions, developed on systematic literature review 

(https://doi.org/10.3390/su10040914) 
• Interdisciplinary discussion on case study results, including legal, hydrogeological, 

social-economic and agronomic scholars 
 
Scope and case selection 
• EU cases, same legal framework 
• Cases selected that focus on local governance arrangements 
• Data included from both national level and local arrangements 
• Average to high agricultural intensity 
• All cases have to deal with water quality issues 
• Cases: Denmark, France, Netherlands, N-Ireland, Slovenia 
  

Figure 2. Cases studied 
 
Observations 
 
Table 1. Interdisciplinary discussion 

Perspective Observations Questions 
Social-economic 
context 

Different pressures in MS → 
different sense of urgency 

 
Stakeholder involvement limited 

to larger interest groups (capacity) 

Can you compensate for just 
achieving legally set goals? 

Legal 
Framework 

Focus on voluntary practices in 
cases, legal instruments perceived 

insufficient to meet objectives 
 

Tension polluter pays principle vs. 
property rights 

Is using only  voluntary 
instruments allowed if you don’t 

meet objectives? 
 

Adaptive capacity WFD vs. 
infinite licensing: how to 

improve? 
State of the 
water system 

Investigative monitoring (WFD 
11.5): difficulties to identify 

pathways and effects of measures 

How to develop monitoring that 
monitors effectiveness of 

policy/instruments/measures? 
 
Conclusions 
 

Interdisciplinary discussion gave insights and open questions towards what would be 
necessary for water quality improvement: 
• Interventions, effects and adaptive measures need to be linked 
• Need for balance between legal and voluntary based instruments  
• Focus on outcomes in governance approaches, long-term commitment 

 
More results: https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.2136 (or scan the QR-code) 
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