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Press Release
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Treatment plants in Danube basin often oversized and unsustainable – 

say EU Auditors 

A report published today by the European Court of Auditors (ECA) makes important recommendations 

for improving the efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of the urban waste water treatment plants 

in the Danube river basin. While EU spending played a key role in helping the Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Romania and Slovakia achieve progress in meeting important EU water policy objectives, all countries 

incurred delays for complying with the rules and in taking up the EU money available. Although their 

plants generally treated the waste water adequately, their handling of sewage sludge and rain 

overflows was sometimes weak. A third of the plants are oversized and potentially unsustainable. 

“The Danube is Europe's vital artery for business, travel, and ecosystems, but it is vulnerable to organic or 

other forms of pollution due to ineffective waste water treatment,” commented George Pufan, the ECA 

Member responsible for the report. 

The EU auditors found that EU spending during the 2007-13 programme period played a key role in bringing forward 

waste water collection and treatment in all four countries. However, the progress they achieved was not sufficient to 

meet the EU deadlines for waste water treatment. The auditors also noted that the countries took up the available EU 

funds slowly, thus risking losing EU funding or creating a need for additional money from the national coffers. 

They also found that around one third of the plants are oversized – even when taking into account planned future 

connections of households to the sewage system – and that the potential performance of the plants in the event of rain 

overflow cannot be assessed due to a lack of quantified information. The auditors also assessed compliance with EU and 

national regulations and found that the waste water treatment plants handled the sludge appropriately except in Romania 

and that they mostly complied with the effluent requirements from their discharge permits and the directive. In addition, 

the fact that national effluent requirements were sometimes stricter than those of the directives suggests a need for a 

review of the directives. 

The auditors concluded that the financial sustainability of EU co-financed infrastructure was often questionable. In 90% of 

cases, waste water tariffs charged to users were too low. They did not allow full recovery of costs by the plants and were 

below the commonly accepted affordability level of four percent of household income. In addition, the auditors noted a 

lack of information on whether the infrastructure owners had built up sufficient financial reserves to allow adequate 

maintenance and the eventual renewal of plants.  

The Danube river basin is Europe’s largest river basin, touching 19 countries and being vulnerable to water 

pollution from various sources. The EU contributed €7.9 billion for waste water treatment projects in the 

four Member States over the 2000-2006 and 2007-2013 programme periods. 
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Notes to editors 

ECA special reports are published throughout the year, presenting the findings of selected audits of 

specific EU budgetary areas or management topics.  

This Special Report (No 2/2015) entitled “EU 
  

 funding of Urban Waste Water Treatment plants in the 

Danube river basin: further efforts needed in helping Member States to achieve EU waste water 

policy objectives” assessed the effectiveness of European Regional Development Fund and Cohesion 

Fund spending on waste water treatment in helping Member States to achieve EU waste water policy 

objectives. 

Waste water and sewage sludge can affect the quality of water and soil. In response to this, the EU 

has adopted directives and co-financed the building of collecting systems and waste water treatment 

plants. 

The auditors checked the implementation of the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive in four 

Member States in the Danube river basin: the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia. They 

also examined a sample of treatment plants to see how they treated waste water and handled 

sewage sludge and to establish whether they were likely to be financially sustainable. 

 

The EU auditors recommend that: 

• The Commission should enhance reporting requirements and Member States should put in place legal 

provisions to ensure prompt connection of households to the public sewage network; 

• The Commission and Member States should set criteria for all types of use of sludge and take necessary 

action to ensure robust monitoring of pollutants; 

• The Commission should encourage Member States to implement a responsible waste water pricing policy 

with tariffs no lower than the 4 % affordability level, and measures should be taken to ensure that sufficient 

funds will be available to allow necessary maintenance and renewal of plants; 

• The Commission should pay attention to the appropriate size of the plants and, together with the Member 

States, address the issue of storm water overflows as they can negatively impact water quality. Plant 

operators should also seize opportunities for savings in terms of operational costs; 

• Lastly, the Commission should assesses the appropriateness of the Directive’s concentration limits, taking 

into account the technological improvements made since 1991 when the Urban Waste Water Directive was 

adopted. 

 

For detailed observations and recommendations, please consult the full report at www.eca.europa.eu 


