
 

 

While the scope of application for internal market and competition regulations was expanded as early 

as the 1990s to encompass public services such as telecommunications, postal services and energy 

supplies, at that point, deregulation of the water sector was not on the agenda at a European level. 

As part of the Lisbon Strategy of 2000, this situation changed. One part of this strategy was to ac-

celerate internal market integration and as part of this, to shift the focus onto the role of “Services 

of general economic interest” in competition and internal market law. In subsequent years, exploration 

and evaluation processes were initiated in two directions by the European Commission (cf. Schenner, 

2006; Raza, 2009).  

Firstly, internal market integration was targeted via deregulation of the remaining sectors. As part of 

this, the relevant sectors were evaluated, including the water sector. In this context, plans were made 

on a number of occasions for producing a specific sector directive for deregulating the water 

sector. Secondly, exploration processes were initiated to clarify the particular significance of “Services 

of general economic interest” and to produce increased legal certainty for performing these. There 

was repeated consideration of a “framework directive for services of general economic interest” 

for this purpose (cf. Schenner, 2006: 90-91). 

Neither of these proposed directives was implemented in this form. However, they mark an end state 

towards which discussions are advancing and from which approaches for future polices have 

emerged. The results of this exploratory phase can be traced using a range of key documents (com-

munications, reports, speeches). The importance of this for reorienting Europe’s water policies grew 

particularly in this phase as a result of its significance in the process of topic initiation and agenda 

setting (for more detailed discussions about the development of processes from 2000 to 2006, cf. 

Schenner, 2006). 

 

Starting in 2000, the European Commission addressed the question of how much the water sector 

can be reintegrated into the process of internal market integration and opened to more competition, 

through various communications and documents. As such, in 2000, the question of internal market 

integration was first discussed in a communication from the European Commission on an “inter-

nal market strategy for the services industry” (European Commission, 2000a). A study commissi-

oned by the Directorate-General for Competition (WRc/ecologic, 2002) has the purpose of “giving an 

overview of the fundamental characteristics of the water sector” and evaluating the options of how to 

introduce more competition into this sector (Schenner, 2006: 94). Attention has also been paid to other 

opinions such as a speech by the former European Commissioner for Internal Market, Frits Bol-

kestein, in which he emphasised the necessity and feasibility of more competition in the water 

market, such as through the construction of parallel pipelines (Bolkestein, 2002; cf. Schenner, 

2006: 94).  

 

An inter-commission working group (consisting of the Directorate-General (DG) for Competition, DG 

Internal Markets and DG Environment as well as temporary collaboration with DG Agriculture, DG 

Regions, DG Business and Finance, DG Enlargement and DG Health and Consumer Protection) has 


