
 

 

The water supply and sanitation sector is a field which is constantly contributing towards renegotiating 

the central political issues of Europe’s structure. Since the 1960s, a regulatory framework has been 

unfolding at a European level, and it is exerting increasing influence over the established frameworks 

at a national level. In addition to directly water-related policies (e.g. the Drinking Water Directive, Water 

Framework Directive), there is an additional set of more indirectly active policies. At the centre of this 

are policies in the context of the European competition and internal market policies as well as policies 

on international trade. In these sectors, central pillars of (re)defining problems, agenda setting and 

policy formulation are being revisited.  

The question of how the focus of European framework conditions has changed for the water sector 

and what implications this has for the water sector’s organisation options shall serve as a backdrop 

for this chapter. The focus of central policies can be positioned along a continuum between two areas 

of tension with regard to form and content (cf. Figure 4). At one end, the focus is on questions of the 

division of competencies in the European “multi-level governance system”. Efforts towards in-

creasingly complete Europeanisation oppose viewpoints which largely attempt to protect the member 

states’ autonomy (including regions and local councils). At the other end, various conceptions of a 

content-related focus for public provision6 come into conflict. Efforts directed at increasingly com-

plete orientation towards the “ideal situation of genuine competition on the internal market” (Krajewski, 

2010a: 77) stand in opposition to perspectives seeking to align the security and organisation of supply 

services according to the principles of prioritising the common good and in consideration of the public 

interest. In this respect, the legal framework created presents a “historic compromise” (ibid.: 47) 

between these opposing positions. From the founding documents of the European Community all the 

way to the current policy templates, both ends of the spectrum are generally represented.   

                                                      
6 The range of terms used internationally in the debate about public services (Daseinsvorsorge, service public, public 

utilities) points particularly towards the historically varied foundations in legal systems and societal models of the 

member states (cf. Ambrosius, 2008: 528; Krajewski, 2011: 3ff; Simon, 2009). In addition to these, the EU has also 

coined the term “Services of general (economic) interest”. The term “public services” has been proposed as a multi-

jurisdictional term (Krajewski, 2011: 7-8); this term will be taken as a basis throughout the following discussion, in 

addition to the term “provision of subsistence” (Daseinsvorsorge), which is rooted in the debate taking place in 

German speaking countries. 


