
Category  Austria Germany France 
United 

Kingdom 
Hungary Portugal 

 

1 treatment 
stage 

% 0 0 0.1 0a 0.1 3.6 

2 treatment 
stages 

% 1.2 2.5 14.3 43.0a 12.2a 39.4 

3 treatment 
stages 

% 93.8 92.9 66.1 57.0a 64.6a 16.4 

 

Total inde-
pendent (de-
centralised) 
wastewater 
treatment 

% 5.0a 3.2 18 2.0a 14.0 5.0 

Table 7: Treatment of municipal wastewater according to treatment stages  

Source: Authors’ representation and calculations based on Eurostat (2017m; 2017n). 

a estimated value 

With regard to the regulatory and political frameworks it is worth noting that – as mentioned above 

– European legal frameworks are implemented in these countries. Indeed, it is possible to see that the 

European and national regulations have developed from a system for monitoring water ecosystems 

with a strong focus on hygiene standards into an integrated water policy for catchment areas (water 

governance). Legislative power itself is regulated from different levels in these countries in terms of 

jurisdiction, with authority mainly being held at a national level. Nevertheless, Austria, for example, 

has a national Water Law Act (Wasserrechtsgesetz) but the federal states of Austria (and of Germany) 

are responsible for legislating on (and implementing) water management systems. Given that Euro-

pean regulations are implemented in individual countries, and there is a duty to report on implemen-

tation to the European Commission, data is then collected and processed uniformly on the basis of 

certain principles. 

The industry structure of the water management system and private sector involvement vary greatly 

between the various countries under investigation. At one end of the spectrum, Austria has a supply 

and disposal structure made up of small-scale organisations at a municipal level (e.g. publicly owned 

companies in communities or community associations). In this area, England and Wales lie at the 

other end of the spectrum with their large, centrally operated supply companies. Within France, there 

is a great deal of regional variation in the structure of the industry with small, municipal companies 

existing as well as large, national providers (operators). Efforts are currently being made to unify the 

systems through administrative reforms, not only in France but also in Portugal and Hungary. 

In most countries, the ownership structure of water supply is heavily influenced by the public sector, 

particularly by municipalities (see Figure 6). Austria (93 %) and Hungary (97 %), where privatisation 

has been reversed in recent years, have the highest proportion of organisations entirely under public 

ownership. Somewhat less significant, but still very high, is the proportion in Portugal (84 %), followed 

by Germany (60 %), where there is a particularly high number of mixed-economy companies. At the 

other end of the continuum, we can see France (39 %) and the English and Welsh systems, which are 

fully privatised. The picture is similar for wastewater disposal systems although in this sector, the 

overall proportion of entirely public systems is consistently higher. It is worth noting that the case of 

Wales shows that a “privatised” systems is not necessarily a system focused on maximising profits (it 

is cooperatively organised instead) or one subject to international investors (Financialisation; see 

Chapter 6). 


