
been commissioned for the purposes of compiling an “inventory of the situation of the European water 

sector” and reviewing the need for action in possible further legislative initiatives (Schenner, 2006: 

107). Additionally, member states areconsulted through a survey and the views of other players, such 

as large water companies and municipal associations, are gained from discussions with these players 

(ibid.: 108). The results of the inter-commission evaluation include recognition that:  

 firstly, competition on the water sector market is not possible in the same way as in other sec-

tors, for practical and technical reasons;  

 secondly, extensive deregulation in the water sector is politically controversial and would be dif-

ficult to implement;  

 thirdly, Europe’s overall competitiveness would not be increased significantly by deregulating 

the water sector (cf. ibid.: 109).  

As a result of these findings, the proposal for a “sector-wide directive for deregulating the water sector”, 

as has been implemented in other sectors, and with it the idea of a “traditional liberalised market” has 

been dismissed. At the same time, the aim of developing competition as far as possible for this 

overall “financially loaded economic sector” has not been abandoned (Schenner, 2006: 110). Fu-

ture approaches are being identified for this in various areas: firstly, in the time limitations of exclusive 

rights for local monopolies, secondly in reviewing public procurement legislation for outsourcing, thir-

dly, in a possible distribution of the water market across different segments (such as a differentiation 

between households and commercial consumers) and fourthly, in increased transparency for conduc-

ting procurements and internal management (cf. Schenner, 2006: 111-112; Gee, 2004). 

 

At the level of policy formulation, the two legislative acts proposed in this exploratory phase were 

ultimately not implemented – neither a sector-specific deregulation directive for the water sector, nor 

a “framework directive for services of general economic interest”. In the discussions that followed, 

however, both options were raised repeatedly as reference points for orientation or delimitation. This 

exploratory phase gained significance for the processes which followed in two specific respects. 

Firstly, important steps were taken towards topic initiation and agenda setting. The water sector, 

which had not previously been the object of European deregulation efforts, was identified as an area 

to be reviewed with a view to increasing competition. Although the idea of a sector-specific deregula-

tion directive was rejected, future approaches for deregulation options were identified in the ac-

companying exploration. Another aspect of this phase is that the question of the “particular significa-

nce of public services” was also put on the agenda, at least in a declarative form to start with. 

In addition, debates concerning a sector-specific deregulation directive have shown that the water 

sector is a contested sector, open to politicisation. Although opinions were not unanimous, the 

European Parliament, speaking in a 2004 resolution on internal market strategies, made a clear 

statement against water services becoming the “subject to a single market sectoral directive” and 

emphasised that “since water is a resource shared by all humankind, the management of water 

resources should not be subject to the rules of the internal market.” However, they went on to 

say that they supported “modernising” the water sector as part of which “economic foundations” would 

have to “be kept in line with quality and environmental standards as well as the necessary level of 

efficiency” (European Parliament, 2004; cf. Scherrer et al., 2004: 19). The sceptical views towards 

deregulation held by the representatives of cities and municipalities, municipal associations, unions, 

environmental and consumer protection groups and civic players come across even more clearly (cf. 

Schenner, 2006: 98ff; Municipal Department 27, undated a; Rühle, 2014: 93). The rejection of a sec-

tor-specific deregulation directive can therefore be ascribed firstly to the understanding that water is 


