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In recent centuries, Europe’s rivers have faced increasing exploitation and
transformation, gradually losing their ability to host a rich wildlife andto
undergo natural cycles that maintain the hydrological balance of our
landscape.Today, cleaner and more sustainable modes of moving goods and
generating electricity than waterways are available. We need rivers to take on
an entirely different role which they can only play if they are protected and,
if needed, restored – wherever possible and as soon as possible – to their
natural state.
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First, as climate change increases the frequency of droughts and disrupts
precipitation patterns, healthy natural river basins with their unmatched waterretention potential are essential for storing and providing water for drinking,
agriculture and industry. Secondly, the ambition to achieve climate neutrality
means that we are going to need all the available carbon sinks and thus will
have to restore, as much as possible, wetlands which used to exist in river
valleys. Finally, natural rivers and their valleys are biodiversity hot spots
and important wildlife corridors which are crucial for reversing the
biodiversity decline which threatens our very existence.
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Therefore, the European Green Party demands:
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1. The effective and systemic conservation and restoration of rivers’ waterretention and carbon-sink potential
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Wetland restoration is one of the most important ways to stop carbon emissions
from degraded wetlands (which account for around 5% of global emissions) and
turn them back into carbon sinks which we need to achieve climate neutrality.
Climate change means longer and more frequent droughts and different patterns of
precipitation which will increasingly take the form of infrequent but torrential
rain. Restored river-valley wetlands can store that water and prevent it from
flowing into the sea and flooding towns and cities along the way.
This requires the conservation and large-scale management of wetlands and river
valleys, from the sources to the estuary, over the entire catchment area,
promoting permanent grasslands and flood plain and wetland forests. Such naturebased solutions are effective, environmentally friendly and low-cost ways to
mitigate and adapt to the impacts of climate change.
2. Conservation and large-scale restoration of habitats and wildlife corridors
along rivers and river valleys
Rivers, streams and their valleys are important habitats and wildlife corridors,
connecting water and land habitats in increasingly fragmented landscapes. They
enable short-distance movements and long-distance migration of various animal
species. Rivers and river valleys should be kept unobstructed by dams and other
infrastructure, preserved and restored to their natural state wherever possible.
Rewilding rivers and river valleys goes hand in hand with the aims of protecting
and restoring carbon sinks and improving the water-retention potential of our
landscapes. It also improves a number of other ecosystem services provided by
rivers, such as: water self-purification which is essential as we face the risk
of drinking-water shortages; nature-based flood protection that involves giving
rivers room to freely overflow; as well as recreational and cultural functions.
3. Urgent cessation of new waterway and hydropower development plans for
Europe’s remaining natural rivers
Rivers and their ecosystems are threatened by national and European plans for
the development of class IV international river waterways as a part of the
European TEN-T Network. In this context, it is of concern that, from 2021, the
European Green Deal Roadmap is planning ‘initiatives to increase and better
manage the capacity of railways and inland waterways’. In particular, we
consider as inadmissible the E40 Waterway project extending more than 2 000
kilometres across Poland, Belarus and Ukraine. It will cause irreversible
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hydrological changes, flooding in certain areas and re-draining in others,
destruction of river-related ecosystems, as well as the inevitablespread of
radionuclides accumulated after the Chernobyl disaster. The project is also
extremely questionable from the economic aspects.
The development of river transport is much more expensive, slower and more
carbon-intensive than rail. For example, the feasibility study procured bythe
Czechian government for the controversial Danube-Oder-Elbe Canal project was
widely criticised by experts for having serious flaws, such as omitting
significant external costs and downplaying environmental risks to unique
habitats protected by EU legislation, whilst largely exaggerating benefits to
local economies, flood protection, or reducing carbon emissions.
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We also urge governments in the Balkans to stop building small hydropower plants
in protected areas and call for a rethink of the subsidy schemes that foster
development of small hydropower plants. Constructing these plants means that
forests are cut down and river flows are disturbed, damaging river plants and
fish. Rivers are also diverted into pipes which dries out the ground and opens
the way for potentially deadly erosion. Some villages have lost access to water
for cattle or agriculture, while the loss of forests is contributingto more
frequent flash floods.
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4. Evidence-based water and stream management practices
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Water and stream management must be based on science and experience and must
respect contemporary knowledge about rivers’ geo-ecosystems. The practice of
water-course maintenance must be modernised so that it can be based
on‘cooperation’ with the natural processes of river dynamics, which should also
include a considerable scaling down of maintenance works. River training, ifany,
should use solutions which take into account rivers’ hydraulic, geomorphological and natural conditions, while water courses regulated according
tothe old concepts need to be rewilded on a large scale. Continuation of the
technical approach to the management of river systems and their drainage basins
will inevitably exacerbate existing problems, droughts, floods and unfavourable
changes in our continent's landscape. Rewilding the rivers and streams which
were transformed in the past – or, in some cases, simply allowing such rivers to
re-naturalise themselves through natural processes – will reinstate their
characteristic species and habitats, slow down the run-off from theriver basin,
and enhance river valley retention.
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Background
This will not be voted on by the EGP Council but will help the delegates to understand, discuss
and approve the resolution.
Why rivers should be more than waterways or power-generating dam cascades
Waterways? Rail is better
In the 19thand 20thcenturies, many European rivers were transformed into inland waterways which,
in their day, played an important economic role as transport routes. Today, however, the modal
share of inland waterway transport is around 6 % and declining. The Rhine basin alone accounts for
around 80% of the transport activity but, even there, dry summers are increasingly severely
disrupting the traffic. Moreover, keeping large stretches of a river navigable for most of the year is
extremely expensive and requires constant investment and effort, which is not always economically
justified. In its 2015 Inland Waterway Transport in Europe report, the European Court of Auditors
stated that there had been no significant improvements in modal share and navigability conditions
since 2001.
In view of the European Union’s ambition to become the first climate-neutral continent by 2050,
until then, greenhouse gas emissions from transport in the EU will need to be at least 60% lower
than in 1990 and firmly on the path towards zero. Sustainable transport means modes of transport
with low or zero emissions of greenhouse gases and other pollutants, and minimising other harmful
environmental impacts such as noise or fragmentation of natural habitats.
Only rail meets those criteria when it comes to developing new infrastructure for long-haul freight
transport. Inland navigation remains useful in places where it already exists and its maintenance is
possible and justified but, overall, water transport is much less sustainable than rail. According to
the WWF Poland 2020 report, CO2emissions from rail transport are 15.6 g/tkm (grams per tonnekilometre of transport performance) while for inland shipping they are 50.63 g/tkm. Moreover, it
should also be noted that artificial deepening of riverbeds for navigation or extraction of sand and
gravel increases the risk of drought and flooding.
Dams? Do more harm than good
Rivers have also been transformed by building dams for electricity generation, as hydropower is
considered to be clean, renewable energy. However, dams are expensive to build and maintain and
have a limited lifetime, something politicians and hydro engineers often refuse to acknowledge.
When a dam is damaged and threatens the risk of collapse, it should be dismantled, thereby
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restoring the free flow of the river. However, one popular proposal is to build another dam further
downstream to support the endangered one, delaying the ‘release’ of the river. This approach fails
to take into account the impact on biodiversity and the carbon footprint of dam reservoirs. In 2012,
dam reservoirs were estimated to absorb 2.5% of anthropogenic carbon emissions globally, but
global carbon emissions (of CO2and methane) from their surface can be even 60% higher than the
amount they accumulate. High emissions are emitted not only in tropical dam reservoirs, but also in
old, degraded reservoirs in Europe. Thus, while limited production of hydropower can be justified in
some mountainous regions, in the lowlands it usually causes more harm than good. Hydropower
should only be allowed where it causes minimum interference with natural riverbeds, i.e. on side
channels, with a fair division of the river’s flow between the natural bed and the hydropower side
channel.
The EU Framework Water Directive is far from being achieved
According to the European Environmental Agency, only 40% of surface waters in the EU are in good
ecological condition. Hydromorphological pressures, including barriers on rivers, are among the
main reasons for such a low number. Other reasons include increasing pollution, caused by
intensive field fertilisation and the washing down of nutrients, as well as contaminated rainwater
from roads and cities. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that rivers are no longer protected by
wetland buffer zones along their banks. The objectives of the Framework Water Directive are far
from being achieved.
Damming, canalisation of rivers, straightening their beds, removal of riverside vegetation, dredging
and draining of adjacent swamps and peatlands to enable inland navigation, hydropower
generation and releasing land for agriculture and development while, at the same time, reducing the
natural water-retention potential and the self-purification capacity of rivers, destroy important
wetland carbon sinks and contribute to the collapse of biodiversity. In other words, they destroy the
rivers’ ecosystem services which, during the climate and biodiversity crises, have become more
essential than the economic activities for which natural, free-flowing rivers have been sacrificed in
the past.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Sources used:
1. http://www.ratujmyrzeki.pl/english:
- Declaration of the Save the Rivers Coalition (KRR)
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- Comments on the EIB Environmental, Climate and Social Guideline on Hydropower Development,
Save the Rivers Coalition (KRR)
- Development of waterways is inconsistent with the constitutional principle of sustainable
development – the statement of the Save the Rivers Coalition (KRR), 2017
2. „Guidance on Inland waterway transport and Natura 2000”, European Commission, 2012 :
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/iwt_en.pdf
3. https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/transport_en
4. . European Green Deal Roadmap / Sustainable and smart mobility
5. Special report of the European Court of Auditors „Inland Waterway Transport in Europe: No
significant improvements in modal share and navigability conditions since 2001”, 2015
6. Zbiorniki zaporowe jako źródło emisji gazów cieplarnianych (Dam reservoirs as a source of
greenhouse gas emissions), Renata GRUCA-ROKOSZ, Politechnika Rzeszowska, in:
https://klimatziemi.pl/128/
7. Preliminary Risk Analysis of the Influence of the Government “Strategy for the Development of
Inland Waterways in Poland in Years 2016-2020 with an Outlook to the Year 2030” on Protected
Natural Areas, Klub Przyrodników (Naturalists' Club), 2016
8. ECRR Response to the Public Consultation to inform the Fitness Check of the EU Water
Framework Directives and related Directives, http://www.ecrr.org/Publications/id/723
9. Żegluga czy kolej? Perspektywy rozwoju zrównoważonego transportu w Polsce do 2050 roku (
Shipping or rail? Prospects for the development of sustainable transport in Poland until 2050),
WWF Polska , 2020 https://www.wwf.pl/sites/default/files/inlinefiles/%C5%BBegluga%20czy%20kolej_raport%20WWF_2020_final1.pdf
10. Statement by Ms. Cristiana Paşca Palmer Executive Secretary, Convention on Biological
Diversity at the closing of the Plenary of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 4 May 2019
https://www.cbd.int/doc/speech/2019/sp-2019-05-04-IPBES-en.pdf
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11. Joosten H. 2009. "The Global Peatland CO2 Picture: peatland status and drainage related
emissions in all countries of the world." The Global Peatland CO2 Picture: peatland status and
drainage related emissions in all countries of the world. Dostęp:
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/draftpeatlandco2report.pdf
12. Benjamin I. Cook, Justin S. Mankin & Kevin J. Anchukaitis, Climate Change and Drought: From
Past to Future, Current Climate Change Reports
https://dustybowl.weebly.com/uploads/5/9/4/0/59401529/cook2018_review.pdf
13. https://www.half-earthproject.org/setting-aside-half-the-earth-for-nature/
14. Declaration of academic institutions about the start of the preparation of Donau-Odra-Elbe
channel. http://www.cspe.cz/prohlaseni-odbornych-spolecnosti-akademickych-pracovist-k-zahajeni-pripravyplavebniho-koridoru-duna

Page 7 / 7

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

