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• Only 40% of surface water bodies 

are in good ecological status (GES)

• Hydromorphological pressures are 

the first reason for failing to achieve 

GES; they act as significant 

pressures for 34% of the surface 

water bodies

• Of those 34% surface water bodies, 

20% fail to achieve GES because of 

barriers

Source: EEA, Tracking barriers and their impacts on European 

river ecosystems, 2021



3
Source: EEA, Tracking barriers and their 

impacts on European river ecosystems, 2021
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-93% 
since 1970
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EU Biodiversity Strategy

“Greater efforts are needed to restore freshwater ecosystems and 

the natural functions of rivers in order to achieve the objectives of the Water 

Framework Directive. This can be done by removing or adjusting barriers 

that prevent the passage of migrating fish and improving the flow of water 

and sediments. To help make this a reality, at least 25,000 km of rivers 

will be restored into free-flowing rivers by 2030 through the removal 

of primarily obsolete barriers and the restoration of floodplains and 

wetlands.”

European Parliament resolution on the implementation of the water 

legislation

“Welcomes the Commission’s commitment in the context of its Biodiversity 

Strategy for 2030 to restore 25 000 km of free-flowing rivers in the EU 

through the removal of barriers and the restoration of flood-plains;”

“Calls on the Member States and the Commission to take all necessary 

action to minimise pressures on bodies of surface water in order to restore 

natural functions of rivers and protect ecosystems;”
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25,000 km = only 2% of EU rivers

• 1,2 million barriers in Europe

• 100,000 are absolete

• By removing 2,5% (2,500), the 25,000 km 

target could be achieved

• National Biodiversity Plan sets the 

objective of restoring 50,000 km of free-

flowing rivers by 2030

• NGOs recommend raising the EU target 

to 15% of rivers (178,000 km) restored to 

a free flowing state by 2030

See advocacy paper

https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/scoping_paper_free_flowing_river_and_fw_targets_by_lre.pdf
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Summer 2021: 
European 

Parliament’s 
report on 

Biodiversity

Autumn 2021: 
Commission 

guidance clarifying 
BDS 2030 river 
continuity target

End of 2021: EU 
Restoration Law

End of 2021: 
Submission of 

final River Basin 
Management 

Plans

Main questions at stake concerning river continuity:

• Presence of the free-flowing river target

• Legally-binding or not

• Level of ambition: 25,000 km or more?

• Legal framework: in the Restoration Law or in the Action Plan?
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Sample: 30,000 barriers analysed 

in large and medium-size rivers in 

Europe

Read the report here

https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_potential_of_barrier_removal_report.pdf
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Nearly 50,000 km of rivers have a high and good 

potential to be made free-flowing again, in the sample 

studied alone (requiring the removal of 7360 barriers) 
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Different approaches across Member States to prioritise 

barriers for removal…

But a necessity to uphold common principles:

• Definitions of free-flowing rivers: include 

longitudinal, but also vertical and lateral 

barriers

• Removal of barriers vs. adaptation of barriers

• Inclusion in River Basin Management Plans

• Collaboration with multiple stakeholders
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