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WssTP Workshop  

“Buffer Strips and Buffer Zones – Targeting Water Quality” 

 

Summaries of the presentations 

 

Welcome notes  by Pekka Pesonen, Secretary General of Copa-Cogeca and Pierre-Yves 

Monette, Secretary General of EUREAU 

Pekka Pesonen welcomed the 74 participants from all over Europe (DK, SE, ES, NO, PT, DE, 
UK, NL, FR, IRE, CZ, LU, AT, PT, LT, EL), members of EUREAU and Copa-Cogeca, 
representatives from the EU Commission and national governments as well as members of the 
WssTP network including scientists. He indicated that the workshop should be seen as a starting 
point for dialogue between the EU agriculture sector and EU water operators on how best to 
improve water quality whilst maintaining a competitive EU farm sector. Pierre-Yves Monette 
recalled that the idea to organise such a workshop came as a result of the 2nd  European Water 
Conference, that took place in Brussels, 2-3 April 2009. EUREAU acknowledged the efforts 
already made by agriculture to improve water quality. But further action is necessary to develop 
new instruments providing clean water and income for farmers. 

 
Session I:  The European legislative framework 
 
In this session the many EU legislative demands on water quality were tackled by presentations 
from three representatives of the European Commission with special focus on the additional 
requirements under the WFD, CAP cross-compliance and the Pesticides Framework Directive 
and its linkages. 
 

 



3 

 

 
 

Nicolas Royer, DG Environment 
The Water Framework Directive – The Common implementation strategy 

The Water Framework Directive (WFD) follows the River Basin Concept (170 river basins in the 
EU) and aims at protecting all water bodies, including transitional waters and coastal waters. 
The Common implementation Strategy was established to support the successful and effective 
implementation of the Directive in a co-operative and coordinated way with Member States, the 
Commission, candidate and EEA countries alongside participation from stakeholders and NGOs. 
The WFD sets a very challenging target, aiming at achieving a good status in all water bodies in 
the EU by 2015. Only for duly justified exemptions is it possible to for either a time derogation or 
lowered objectives to be granted. In the first River Basin Management Plans (RBMP) agriculture 
is named as being the reason for 50% of the exemptions. Agriculture is fundamental to the 
success of the WFD and the success of the WFD is majorly important for sustainable agriculture 
in Europe. Farmers are involved in the dialogue to implement the WFD, they can get technical 
support and have access to tailored measures through the Rural Development Programmes of 
the CAP. In the WFD there is no obligation to use buffer strips/zones, but it is nonetheless the 
most common measure, accounting for 70% of those adopted in draft RBMPs. Buffer zones are 
defined as a piece of land where there are farming restrictions.  

For additional information go to:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/index_en.html 

 

Emmanuel Peter, DG Agriculture  
Buffer strips as a cross compliance requirement under EC 73/2009 

As defined by experts, the buffer strip concept includes drift control during application of 
pesticides (PPP), and the reduction of run-off, thereby intercepting PPPs and nitrates. It also 
contributes to better infiltration which means the breakdown of active substances (enhancement 
of biological activity). 

Cross compliance was introduced by the CAP reform 2003. Under this concept, CAP payments 
granted to farmers can be reduced if farmers do not comply with Statutory Management 
Requirements (SMR), including EU directive requirements regarding environmental concerns 
and Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) standards.  

Until now, there have been some requirements relating to buffer strips under the Nitrates 
Directive. Buffer strips are used to regulate the application of fertilisers near water courses. 
Buffer strips are only a concrete requirement for farmers inside National Vulnerable Zones 
defined by Member States and when they are included within National Action plans. Outside of 
the NVS, buffer strips can be included in the codes of good practice to be defined by the 
Member States, but in such cases cross compliance is not applied (except if established on a 
voluntary basis under rural development measures). With the latest reform of the CAP 
(regulation n°73/2009) the “establishment of buffer strips along water courses” became an 
obligatory GAEC standard and thus part of the cross-compliance obligations. By 2012 at the 
latest, buffers strips will have to be implemented at national level. All buffer strips must at least 
respect the requirements of land application of fertilisers according to the Nitrates Directive. 
Member States will have to define in particular what is a “buffer strip” and which “water courses” 
are concerned.   
For additional information on the CAP: http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/healthcheck/index_en.htm 
and on Nitrates Directive: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-nitrates/index_en.html 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/index_en.html
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/healthcheck/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-nitrates/index_en.html
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Birgit van Tongelen, DG Sanco  
Buffer zones under the directive on sustainable use of pesticides 

The Framework Directive on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides (Directive 2009/128/EC) entered 
into force on 25th November 2009 and was part of the pesticide package consisting of 4 pieces 
of legislation. With this directive the gap between placing pesticides on the market and rules on 
residues and waste from pesticide use was closed. A central part of this new legislation is the 
setting up of national action plans (NAP) with concrete measures to reduce use, risks and to 
monitor the use of pesticides. The first NAPs have to be finalised by 2012.   
In Article 11 of 2009/128/EC, protection of the aquatic environment & drinking water is 
addressed. Member States have to ensure that appropriate measures to protect the aquatic 
environment and drinking water supplies from the impact of pesticides are taken, including buffer 
zones adjacent to water courses and areas for abstraction of drinking water.  The buffer zones 
where pesticides must not be used or stored have to be appropriately-sized.  
All documents related to the Sustainable Use of Pesticides are available at:   
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ppps/home.htm 

 
 
Session II:  How can new technologies and innovation help farmers to comply with the 
legal requirements regarding water quality 
 
Carlos Póvoa, Águas de Portugal 
Innovative and cost-effective solutions for water quality improvement in livestock systems and 
for monitoring water bodies 

Mr. Povoa presented a case study of a waste water treatment plant combining the treatment of 
the wastewater of 100 000 people and the manure of 40 000 swine. In this plant, energy is 
produced and nutrients are recovered to produce solid fertilizers. Thus manure, a potential water 
pollutant, becomes a valuable raw material. In addition GHG emissions can be reduced.   
Another project presented was the development of improved water monitoring by using satellite 
information to minimize monitoring costs. With GMES technology (Global Monitoring for 
Environment and Security) it is possible to close information gaps and to better understand the 
correlation between upstream activities (including farming) and the downstream effects on water 
quality. It is essential to clearly determine the cause-effect relationship to find cost-effective 
solutions and to avoid unnecessary investment. Combined with modelling this becomes possible 
e.g. better designed buffer strips. 

For further information consult the following projects: WW4ENVIRONMENT, INNOSENSOR, 
SISTIR, G-MOSAIC, MIRAGE.  

 

Jean-Joël Gril and Jean-Philippe Torterotot, Cemagref 
Buffer zones for water quality protection 

This presentation gave a broad overview of the design, location and size of buffer zones and 
their contribution to water quality (protection of surface and groundwater sinkholes against 
pesticides, suspended solids, phosphorus and nitrogen). Buffer zones are in most cases 
vegetated (grass) strips along surface water bodies (river, lakes, …), but they may also be a 
meadow or forest and they are not always in a riparian position, but can also be on a slope. 
Sometimes constructed wetlands act as “wet” buffers, attaining higher denitrification rates. Buffer 
zones can serve as drift control (for pesticides) and as runoff control (pesticides and nutrients). 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ppps/home.htm
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The capacity of buffer zones to prevent runoff is limited if the infiltration capacity is exceeded, 
e.g. due to submersion or if infiltration is limited e.g. as a result of soil compaction or water 
logging. The efficiency of riparian buffers is potentially lower than slope buffers as the ground is 
often more humid, with higher flow concentration and the proximity to subsurface transfer.  
However, they play a crucial role for drift control, proximate protection and benefit from very high 
social acceptance. 

 
 
Jean-Joël Gril concluded that riparian buffer strips are of great importance, but they are not the 
sole remedy. They should in general have a standard width (i.e. 5 or 10 m from water body to be 
protected). To complement their effectiveness there are three possibilities: widening of the 
riparian buffer, adding slope buffers (on fields and on concentration pathways) or implementing 
constructed wetlands. But there is still an urgent need for operational diagnosis and sizing tools, 
to help support necessary local diagnoses.  
More detailed information can be found in a French publication on buffer zones, currently under 
review and translation to English. Interested persons were invited to contribute to the project.  

Link to publication (time limited access): http://dl.free.fr/vXuSPoOr0  

http://dl.free.fr/uArCf9X18 
 
 
Marc Stutter, The Macaulay Land Use Research Institute 
Research initiatives to evaluate and promote effective measures against diffuse pollution of 
waters - the role of buffer strips 
 
Preliminary results from an EU wide survey on buffer strips show a great heterogeneity in the 
uptake and awareness of buffer strips:  
For 49% of those asked, riparian buffer strips would only be used if there were compensation for 
the loss of productive land, for 25%, riparian buffer strips would be used if imposed by legislative 
obligations, 13% would adopt riparian buffer strips if they constituted a natural part of the 
landscape and 13% had a limited awareness of riparian buffer strips and believed they were not 
widely used.  
In nearly 70% of cases, riparian buffer strips are applied in order to comply with the WFD  and 
for 6% it is the principle measure for reducing nutrient and sediment pollution. 

Academic studies suggest there is no easy answer as to how wide a buffer strip should be for 
nutrient trapping and retention. On the other hand larger buffer strips not only improve water 
quality protection, but also contribute to flood attenuation and provide valuable riparian habitats. 
Their efficiency can be increased by adding bioreactors, managed ditches and ponds. Besides 
the ecological role buffers play, they should be economically-justifiable and should serve 

http://dl.free.fr/vXuSPoOr0
http://dl.free.fr/uArCf9X18
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recreational purposes. The design of a riparian buffer strip to maximize the beneficial functions 
and its effectiveness should be based on a scientific understanding. There is a knowledge gap 
between research and implementation and there is still research needed with regard to pollutant 
form swapping, effective lifespan, soil type effects, management, vegetation type, phyto-
remediation  and the links with other measures.  
For more information on the Cost Action “Mitigation Options for Nutrient Reduction in Surface 
Water and Groundwaters 2006-2011” see www.cost869.alterra.nl . Through the link there is 
access to more than 70 factsheets on mitigation options. 

 
 
Tiina Nõges,  Joint Research Centre (JRC), Rural, Water and Ecosystem Resources Unit 

Climate change and its impact on water quality – how can research contribute to mitigate the 
effect 
 
While soil scientists address buffer strips as a possible measure to reduce losses (e.g. N, P), 
water scientists see it as their role to reduce loads (inputs to aquatic ecosystems) – an approach 
integrating both sides is needed. Climate change and extreme weather events in particular affect 
the movement of nutrients, carbon, the transport and destination of pesticides and other 
agrichemicals and the fresh water ecosystems themselves. Owing to climate change, riparian 
restoration is more important than ever, with the central role of enhancing resilience. In the 
EUROHARP project, major factors leading to losses of nutrients have been analysed. The 
CLIME project analyses the impact of climate change on European lakes including long-term 
projections. Major challenges will be changes in stream flow, temperature and O2 content with 
impacts on P and N flows and earlier, more abundant algal blooms as a negative consequence 
thereof. With climate change the denitrification process in riparian buffer zones might increase, 
providing an additional source of the greenhouse gas N2O. In addition the flux of dissolved 
organic carbon will increase, leading to higher CO2 emissions from water bodies and thus further 
contributing to global warming. Another effect of climate change is the induced reacidification of 
surface waters. Thus with climate change the functioning of riparian buffer strips will be affected.
  
The outcomes from the CLIMSOIL project looking at the interrelations between soil carbon and 
climate change were also presented  www.boku.ac.at/climsoil/. 
   

Elisa Wagner, Agricultural Attaché, U.S. Mission to the EU 

The US approach to improve water quality on agricultural land 

 

In the US, the creation of riparian buffers and filter strips is supported by Natural Resources 
Conservation Service Programmes that have existed for 75 years. Conservation projects are 
offered at district level and farmers enter into individual contracts for 1 to 10 years. They are 
partly compensated for costs or income foregone (70%). The contracts are issued on an 
individual basis, but in line with a regional approach. In the US, riparian areas represent just 5% 
of land surface, but their impact is far reaching. It was stated that buffers provide an array of 
benefits however they alone cannot solve all problems. They must be part of a conservation 
system on the land that works for the farmer, the rancher, and everyone.   
In the US, 12 different types of buffers exist: riparian buffers, filter strips, grassed waterways, 
contour buffer strips, cross wind trap strips, herbaceous wind barriers, vegetative barriers, grass 
hedges, shelterbelts and field windbreaks, living snow fences, alley cropping and field borders. 
Buffers are defined as narrow strips of land planted with permanent vegetation - grass, shrubs, 
and/or trees. The example of bear creek buffers showed that they can cut sediment in runoff by 
as much as 90%, cut nitrogen and phosphorus in runoff by as much as 80 %, reduce nitrogen in 
groundwater by as much as 90 %, cut streambank erosion by 80 %, have infiltration which is 5 

http://www.cost869.alterra.nl/
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times faster than on cropland and increase organic soil carbon by two-thirds and provide 
habitats for wild flora and fauna. Cots for buffers are appreciated by the public because of the 
environmental benefits and because they increase the quality of life for humans. 

 

SESSION III: How can applied research align water protection demands with agriculture? 

 
Juan Valero de Palma, EUWMA, European Union of Water Management Associations 
The water management association’s point of view 
 
The presentation focussed on agricultural land under irrigation. In European countries around 
the Mediterranean, irrigation stands out as the main water demand. Irrigation in Europe in the 
21st century has the twin challenges of environmental sustainability (and compliance with all 
environmental regulatory requirements) and economic sustainability (keeping farming a 
profitable activity). The rational use of water and the environmental education of farmers are of 
the utmost importance. Setting ecological flows in river basin management plans is crucial in 
achieving sustainability in irrigation.  
In the presentation the following definition for buffer strips was given: A buffer strip is an area of 
land maintained in permanent vegetation that helps to control air, soil, and water quality, along 
with other environmental problems, dealing primarily with land that is used in agriculture.   
It was stated that in Spain there is currently no legislation on buffer strips and buffer zones, but 
that it is intended that buffers will be included as measure in the RBMP.  

The green filters of Valencia’s Albufera were presented as a best practice example. The 
reduction of water inflow from the River Júcar, mainly because of new irrigation systems caused 
serious problems. Structural deficiencies in the water treatment systems and increasing rice 
production resulted in an accumulation of pollutants leading to eutrophication and loss of 
biodiversity. With the creation of green filters designed as artificial wetlands it became possible 
to use waste water from Valencia, fed into the irrigation system. The green filters made out of 
vegetation with strong root systems are designed to capture nutrients. Another success story is 
the construction of buffer strips along drainage and irrigation canals by the Consorzi di Bonifica, 
mainly in the Po Valley, Italy. Additional projects for the construction of wetlands and the 
creation of buffer strips will get funding in future from Rural Development.  
 
 
Christian Pallière, Fertilizers Europe 
Good Fertilization Practices, Contributing to Water Protection 
 
The Fertilizers Europe’s Product Stewardship Program was launched in 2003 and is mandatory 
for members of Fertilizers Europe. It covers the whole product life cycle from product 
development to storage and application and is regularly audited. The N-use efficiency has its 
optimum between 80 and 95% depending inter alia on soil conditions. Another ongoing task is 
the development of Good Fertilization Practices in collaboration with farming associations. One 
overarching aim is to improve and to monitor nitrogen use efficiency by working towards a more 
integrated approach in fertilization. Initially, crop nutrient needs are evaluated more precisely by 
using diagnostic tools and GPS fertilizer application programmes. In addition, techniques for 
more precise application of fertilizers are developed. Good Fertilizer Practices include the 
consideration of all nitrogen sources, choice of the appropriate type and application form of 
nitrogen and respect for the environment. For a successful implementation in practice, suitable 
communication is developed including education, demonstration and training for farmers. It has 
not yet been decided what form the final outcome of the Good Fertilizer Practices initiative will 
take, it may  be in the form of a definition, a label or a certification scheme. The aim is to have an 
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integrated approach of environmental protection while improving the recognition of sustainable 
farming systems.  
 
 
Manfred Roettele, ECPA, European Crop Protection Association 
The plant protection industries point of view 
 
In view of developing a broad water protection umbrella to reduce the entry of plant protection 
products (PPP) into water, several projects have been initiated and led by ECPA. Mitigation of 
PPP in water is not only a task for farmers, but a multi-stakeholder challenge which also requires 
well designed legislation. While the LIFE project TOPPS looks at point source problems, another 
project PROWADIS (just submitted) addresses diffuse sources, with the aim of achieving 
efficient multi-stakeholder risk mitigation. BRIDGE, as a step in-between, aims at disseminating 
TOPPS outcomes and preparing for the next application. Common, consistent and detailed best 
management practices (BMPs) are expected to be developed and disseminated to advisors, 
farmers and other stakeholders. Research outcomes must therefore be translated into a holistic 
toolbox adapted to practice. A core EU set of BMPs to be adapted locally to address specific 
regional characteristics has already been developed for point source pollution (see TOPPS fact 
sheets) and this will be developed further.  
The mitigation potential for PPP pollution for point sources is up to 100% with improved 
equipment and infrastructure and correct behavior. For diffuse sources, responsible for 30 - 50% 
of PPP entry into surface waters, the mitigation potential is estimated at approx. 70% due to the 
high complexity of the natural systems involved, including weather and soil conditions that 
cannot be controlled by farmers. 
Buffers are efficient mitigation measures if designed and maintained correctly. The design has to 
be adapted to the mitigation need of the PPP (drift, run-off, erosion) and additional targets 
(nutrients, biodiversity). Buffers have to be seen as part of the infrastructure, requiring long-term 
investment. 
For further information go to: www.TOPPS-life.org 

 
 
Niklas Bergman, Copa-Cogeca (LRF, Swedish farmers association) 
The farmers’ point of view 
 
The presentation focussed on coastal conditions and the Baltic Sea, as both are of the utmost 
importance when dealing with water pollution in Sweden. With the improvement of water 
treatment, attention has been mainly centre on agriculture,putting Swedish farmers under 
considerable pressure. Algal blooms received strong media interest over the summer with 
messages like “Agriculture is the enemy of the Baltic Sea”. For more than 30 years, Sweden has 
had water quality management in place, with three tools: legislation (must and should be), 
voluntary measures/ payments and information/ training. N-leakage is belived to have been 
reduced by 35% from 1985 to 2005, while P-loss decreased by 9% and ammonia emissions by 
22% from 1995 to 2005. It was stated that all 3 tools contributed to this, but that focus should be 
directed towards voluntary approaches with adequate training. It must also be ensured that 
farmers’ businesses are not damaged. Sweden had an N tax, but this was abolished as of 
January 2010. Today Swedish farmers receive free environmental advice on environmental 
issues, also linked to economic aspects, e.g. feeding. In addition several new measures are 
foreseen under the Rural Development Programme, including the creation of buffer zones 
diagonal to water streams, financial support for large scale sedimentation ponds and controlled 
drainage. In addition payments for buffer strips have been doubled now reaching 400 €/ha, with 
6 m wide as a general rule and buffers to be established not only along rivers, but also on 
flooding zones. 
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Several Farmers’ Organisations are working together on “BalticDeal”, the flagship project 
proposal which aims to implement best practice examples from agriculture. Agricultural advisory 
services and related demonstration and information services focusing upon improving 
environmental and agricultural practices will also be improved and strengthened. 
 
 
Claudia Castel-Exner, EUREAU (DVGW)  
The water industries point of view 
 
Water provision has to meet several targets: health, supply and aesthetic targets. Water 
protection is necessary for obtaining drinking water that is wholesome, clean and which complies 
with the drinking water directive. The better the quality of raw water, the less technical efforts in 
water treatment that must be undertaken by water suppliers.  This thereby ensures drinking 
water and a natural product can be offered to consumers at the tap.  
Protection  of water catchment areas is an efficient instrument in water resource management, 
due to the often high cost for rehabilitation of contaminated resources. Measures to protect 
water resources should ideally be defined in conjunction with stakeholders.   
Buffer strips are seen as a useful tool, especially in lowland areas, to reduce agricultural diffuse 
pollution. They have been identified as an effective measure to achieve the objectives of the 
WFD, the Framework Directive for sustainable use of pesticides and the CAP. In the ex-post 
evaluation of Rural Development Programmes they haveproven to be a successful agri-
environmental measure.   
Figures (quoted from Borin et al., 2010) regarding pollutant abatement (suspended solids, 
phosphorus, nitrogen, herbicides) in run-off waters by buffer strips were presented, highlighting 
the multiple, beneficial functions for farming areas.  According to EUREAU, the width of buffer 
strips should be at least 5 m, preferably 10 m. Buffers should either be used as extensive 
grassland or be without agricultural use. A transition from buffer strips for commercial use by 
their owners into the hands of public or charitable organisations is favoured, with land purchase 
being one option. Structural measures include planting and greening, to take into account nature 
conservation requirements and regular pruning to enhance nutrition retention efficiency. 
Regulations governing the use of buffer strips should be coordinated with one another (e.g. 
pasture in bank vicinity, cattle watering at grassland sites).  
The water industry is prepared to investigate, together with the agricultural sector, the 
development of instruments within EU policy, to support the creation of buffer strips, considering 
the existing legal framework to be sufficient. 
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Outcomes of the discussions 

Discussions 
 
Several times it was stated that agriculture does not just have a negative effect on water, but 
that there are positive effects as well, e.g. groundwater recharge that is especially high under 
arable land.  
 
Regarding the width of buffer strips and their effectiveness, it was stated that there is no simple 
rule. There are experiences with buffers of up to 20 m, indicating that it depends on the 
parameters. For N, the aerobic and anaerobic contact zone is essential, therefore it is not 
possible to define the width. To avoid any pesticides getting into surface water 10 m-wide buffer 
strips are necessary. There is a relationship between the distance to the water and the 
effectiveness, with those closest to the water being the most effective ones. To reduce runoff 
effects, large buffer strips and zones are beneficial for diffuse pollution as well as for point 
sources. But it is difficult to calculate the “right width”. References to the width of buffers only 
imply those that are deliberately set up. Pastures and forests which also have a buffering 
function are not taken into consideration. It was highlighted by a representative of farmers that 
there should be no strict regulation as to how large buffer strips should be. More important than 
the width itself is a good strategy. The focus should be on a positive ecological neighbouring 
influence by integrating buffers into an ecological network. It was stated that such an approach 
focussing on effects instead of meters is not easy for the Commission to handle.  
In response to the question on how much leakage can be solved by buffer strips and zones, it 
was clearly stated that THE best solution does not exist, but there is always A best solution, 
depending on the target to be achieved and the local conditions. Buffer strips can also play a key 
role as stepping stones and can be beneficial to the hydromorphological effects of rivers. Buffers 
accumulate substances and thus their effectiveness can be reduced over the course of time. It 
was suggested that trees with deep roots be planted on buffer strips as one possible option to 
improve their effectiveness, whilst taking advantage of the biological process of capturing 
nutrients for biomass production. But as trees need time to mature and be harvested, this should 
be seen as an important long-term financial investment. Growing bio-energy crops on buffers 
might be an option in some cases. When discussing the creation of buffer strips, evaluation of 
the agricultural surface being lost must not be forgotten.   
For the establishment of buffers, principles on three levels have to be developed, on farm, 
regional as well as EU level, although these may even differ. 
 
On the costs for setting up buffer strips and zones, several financial instruments were listed. 
State aid is an option for buffer strips going beyond the legal requirements. The Rural 
Development Programmes with EU co-financing offer compensation of up to100% for additional 
costs and income foregone. Today, it is commonplace for buffer strips to be set up through agri-
environmental payments. Another possibility is the use of article 38 of the Rural Development 
Regulation. Time limited compensation payments are possible for mandatory measures under 
the RBMP going beyond legal requirements. If, as part of the programme of measures, buffer 
strips or zones are created with significant impact on farming activity,  use of article 38 can be 
made. Regarding remuneration, the question was asked as to who decides where compensation 
starts. It is up to Member States to decide on Rural Development measures. Where buffer strips 
are part of the new GAEC obligation to be in force by 2012, there will be no compensation. Thus 
in 2012, measures that were voluntary with compensation payments could then become 
mandatory without payment.  However, Member States can always pay for additional buffer 
strips.  
In response to the need for advice at farm level, an obligation was established to provide farm 
advice, the FAS under the CAP. 
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Instead of giving money for the creation of buffers, regardless of their effects, a payment based 
on the positive effects or benefits could be an option, even if such an approach is not easy to 
tackle due to the fact that natural systems play a role in determining water quality. In many 
cases the agricultural land along rivers is very productive and of great importance for crop 
production. Therefore an assessment should be conducted throughout Europe, especially with 
regard to the new GAEC obligation under cross-compliance, taking into account the different 
farming systems along different water courses.  
When asked if the water supply industry would be willing to pay for buffer zones, reference was 
made to the “polluter pays” principle and the answer was no (at least not directly). But it was 
added that direct dialogue with farmers is important to work out the most efficient measures. 
Following the polluter pays principle would mean increasing the costs for farmers and a loss of 
income for farm families unless the governments steps in with support. In relation to protected 
zones up to 300 meters around drinking water wells, costs are estimated at around 4 million €, 
this means 2€/ha if distributed to all agricultural land in Europe. 
A tax is not seen as a suitable solution, although water contracts could contribute to close the 
gap in financing. Reference was made to the discussion on financing public goods under the 
Common Agricultural Policy after 2013. Who pays is an important question, but it is more crucial 
to join forces to gain a better understanding, to share knowledge together and to increase 
knowledge by means of an improved database. 
A representative of the water industry said that measures like buffer strips have to be decided 
upon (taking into account environmental needs) and that costs should be looked at afterwards. 
This was directly refused by a representative of farmers, stating that farmers need to know how 
much it will cost them before putting in place measures. It is crucial not to make farmers wary of 
the situation. 
 
 
Besides buffer strips and zones, there are several other ways of tackling diffuse water pollution, 
e.g. integrated farming practices and reduced tillage. The way the agricultural land near water 
courses is used is very important for the water quality. Generic legislation putting the burden on 
farmers did not stimulate close collaboration between farmers and the water industry towards 
improving water quality management. Another option is to have look closely at mineral fertilizers 
themselves. There is still a great loss of fertilizers into the environment (e.g. in Greece just one 
third is used for producing crops). In addition to looking at the proper use of existing (old 
fashioned) fertilizers, new approaches and further development e.g. of slow release fertilizers 
should be supported. It was agreed that it is extremely difficult to follow the plant uptake. It was 
stated that it is particularly complicated to manage urea  due to the biological degradation; the 
addition of prohibitors can improve the situation. In future, phosphate will become one of the 
scarcest nutrients, therefore recycling and the use of recovered materials in agriculture could 
become an option to help reduce diffuse pollution. 
Correct food pricing taking into account real water costs could be an option. Therefore it seems 
necessary to encourage consumer acceptance  and their willingness to pay, e.g. by using 
certification schemes and/ or suitable communication. 
More streamlined efforts at an administrative level are necessary to make it easier to find good 
solutions for improving water quality. 
 
In matters relating to research, it was stated that research should contribute to finding good 
solutions and should not be used as an argument, whereby results are needed before active 
action can taken. It is important to look at past experiences (including failures) and to take 
advantage of finalised research projects. Regarding the EU research programme, there has 
been some failure in disseminating results. The aim should be for research that can be used. 
This requires strong cooperation with end-users. Unfortunately cooperation often stops at the 
end of the project. There is a need to reflect on how to motivate more long-term cooperation. 
Policy  research is also needed. It is crucial to generate and combine knowledge, to identify the 
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state of the art. The findings from research on buffer strips and buffer zones must be put into 
practice alongside the provision of guidance. Pragmatic approaches should be favoured 
whereby farmers are able implement them in their day-to-day routines. A targeted approach 
which is open to new solutions is crucial. 
 
Examples of cooperative approaches reported by participants 
 
Several examples were mentioned by the speakers. Voluntary approaches can only be 
successful if offering win-win solutions. 
The following are additional inputs from participants: One example is the NITRAWAL project in 
Wallonia, Belgium. It follows a cooperative approach with farmers to guarantee water protection. 
Having already run for 10 years, this project has been very   successful. As for using the right 
amount of fertilisers for plants, the soil is still somehow a black box. Soil analyses remain costly 
for farmers and require good cooperation.  Whilst the project was ongoing, it became clear that 
the lack of consistancy in the legal framework hindered farmers from being able to  invest, 
including investment beneficial for the environment.  
 
Another example is a Dutch initiative establishing buffer strips on agricultural land on a voluntary 
basis. This project, entitled Actief Randenbeheer Brabant, is still ongoing. Farmers receive 
compensation payments with funds from the Provincie Noord-Brabant, the water suppliers 
(watershap), an innovation centre and a small financial contribution from the farmers’ 
organisation ZLTO. More information is accessible via www.randenbeheerbrabant.nl. 

http://www.randenbeheerbrabant.nl/
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