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The modern environmental policy, which has been brought forward by most of the developed countries and especially by the European Union, is evolving during last years in a way that leads to gradual convergence with green positions. Having sustainability as the main target, modern environmental policy is based on the principles of high environmental quality, of prevention or of precaution, as well as of the polluter’s responsibility. The European Directive 2000/60 is an important statute that reflects, with the clearer way till today, the above mentioned principles. It represents a typical example of an institutional action, which promotes a more qualitative and expensive economic development and implies a set of significant administrative, scientific/technological and economic changes.
It is remarkable that the statements of the Directive are significantly advanced in the matters of water resources conservation, so that they come very close to the corresponding positions of green movement. However, these statements have won the accession of the complicated decision-making mechanisms of the European Union that generally promote compromises between opposite trends. The critic, which says that the Directive has been composed by the greens and therefore it has excessive ecological demands, overlooks the actual european political reality and it just tries to feed an unproductive confrontation between the supporters of development and those of environment. Although this opposition is always present, it can balance every moment in a suitable compromise. The fact that the Directive was voted by the responsible bodies, European Council and Parliament, shows the current level of consensus, that is to say that big steps have been made towards the political objective of a better environmental quality. Europe is presented henceforth mature for a more rational management of its water resources. Indeed, it might be that the implementation of certain provisions of the Directive encounters tougher difficulties and it delays in some member states. Moreover it might be necessary the time schedule to be prolonged. However, these should be considered as additional compromises between the opposite tendencies. In any case, the Directive is based on the requirements of a big part of the common european opinion for a high level protection of the environment. Most advanced statements in such issues meet a powerful social support, mainly in countries such as Denmark, Finland, Germany, Netherlands and Sweden.

The water as a social and ecological good 

The Directive is not based on a biocentric philosophy, although it has a clearly friendly to the environment tendency. At first, it aims to serve human needs, which, however, have to be considered in an integrated framework. Fundamental idea of the Directive is that the water does not constitute “a commercial product like any other”, but that it also has an ecological and a social dimension. It is assumed to be a heritage that the users owe to protect, to defend and to handle with the suitable way. To accept the water as an ecological good is opposed to an argument widely spread in techno-economic circles, which believe that the water is lost if it is not used for a productive purpose. According to the spirit of the Directive, the water is an element of a wider system, it always goes somewhere and does something where it goes. So any exploitation of it involves some environmental cost. 

Better understanding of the integrated approach necessitates a useful distinction between three different phenomena that are related to lack of water in general. The rainlessness is a climatic phenomenon, where the rainfall is less than expected. The drought is an ecological phenomenon, where the presence of water is inferior to the needs of ecosystems. The water shortage is a social phenomenon, where the people’s water needs are higher than the available water resources. The water’s rational management is proposed as an appropriate method to resolve the social problem of the water shortage.

The recovery of the water cost
An important tool for the rational management is the water pricing, which can contribute considerably in the responsible and not wasteful use, as it suits in a social good. According to the Directive, the use of the water should include the recovery of its cost. It is noticed that the approach followed by the Directive corresponds in the classic reformistic european ideology, combining elements of a liberal approach with socialistic elements. Therefore, any waste of water, even provoked by the poor consumer, should be discouraged with the corresponding payment, because the whole society is burdened by any lack of water saving and, especially, financially weak people are more vulnerable to its effects. In the case e.g. of the water for rural use, identification of excessive discounts in water price is needed. Moreover, the restriction of free irrigation water will encourage the necessary saving.

This approach is environmentally sound for two reasons: firstly because it rationalizes the use of the resource, making the inefficient use less interesting and contributing consequently in water saving. Secondly, because it justifies the inclusion of exterior components in water cost and it creates, consequently, possibilities of financing measures for the conservation and the rehabilitation of the resource under exploitation.

The recuperation of water cost is not allowed to have a clearly commercial character, because the Directive denies that the water is simply a commercial product. The water pricing basically plays a regulating role, which constitutes the necessary condition for the rational management.

Maintenance and upgrade of ecological quality

Τhe Directive is based on the scientific ascertainment that water constitutes a part of ecosystems and after its use from humans, it returns to ecosystems.  By this way, the Directive promotes the cultural step of transition from the exploitation to the management of water resources. Central element of this change is the nomination of ecological quality in fundamental purpose. The maintenance of a high level water quality is necessarily related to water quantity, therefore it presupposes a satisfactory hydrologic status of the water bodies.
The ecological quality should generally be improved or, if it is good enough, it should be maintained in the same level, but it is not allowed to degrade. Ιn this point, a matter of comparison emerges. A reference condition can be determined either in a maximalistic way as a pristine situation, before any human intervention or in a minimalistic way, as an environmental state not significantly degraded, e.g. a pre-industrial not polluted situation or a situation at the beginning of the 20th century.

The examination of quality concerns all kinds of water bodies, namely the coastal, lotic, lentic, wetland or underground water. It still concerns all the modified or artificial water bodies, as the reservoirs or the irrigatory channels, that are considered thus in a single ecological regard. The general application of rules of management in all water bodies is an important integrated approach. The adjustment of the artificial with the non artificial water bodies, aiming at a maximum ecological quality, is a radical step towards an overpassing of the traditional division between natural and cultural objects. Moreover the Directive contains an additional innovation, the long-term objective of zero pollution in the marine environment. This concerns all the anthropogenic pollutants, while the concentrations of natural substances should be maintained within their natural limits.

A program of monitoring
The ecological quality is not just a desirable situation, but it should be controlled by reliable monitoring systems, operating at a constant frequency of measurements. The estimation of quality is done with suitable examination of geomorphologic, physicochemical and biological parameters. The use of biological methods of estimation is an important innovation that offers a more systemic and completed picture of quality. However, the biological assessment of water bodies should not get some privileged place compared to the other approaches.

The organisation in the level of water basin
The Directive requires decentralised management, with scientific criteria. The protection and the organisation of the water use should be realised in the level of the catchment area. This makes possible a more completed control of pollution sources, while a suitable care for the conservation of all environmental elements can be organised. In this geographic frame, the planning is realised, the economic and environmental components are examined, the costs and the impacts are evaluated and the measures that concern surface and underground water of the same ecological, hydrologic and hydrogeologic system are coordinated. Thus a collective responsibility for the environmental matters of the basin is established, where the delimitation of problems is based on objective natural data. The supply of sufficient information for the plans and the management practices is imposed, so that the concerned citizens can be involved in the procedures, before final decisions in the level of water basin are taken.
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