
 

  Blueprint for Water: position on WFD targets 

July 2026 

 

The context 

The Water Framework Directive (WFD) is considered one of the most advanced water laws in the 

world. It is only through WFD that we have an apex target for water health, holistic assessments of 

water health, and a mechanism through which to assign responsibility for tackling drivers of decline 

to specific stakeholders. It is therefore crucial for both protecting and driving improvements for our 

water environment.  

However, the WFD regulations have been undermined by implementation and governance failures. 

Failures to include specific, costed and time-bound measures within River Basin Management Plans 

have allowed efforts to be backloaded, and lack of capacity and resources within the regulator has 

reduced monitoring and reporting to 6-yearly cycles. As a result, we are expected to fall far short of 

meeting the 2027 target for waterbodies to achieve good status. 

Furthermore, the WFD regulations do not currently include in scope the full suite of pollutants and 

pressures acting upon the water environment. Nor do the regulations cover the full extent of the 

water environment, in particular neglecting smaller waterbodies despite these habitats being crucial 

for the achievement of freshwater biodiversity objectives.  

 

The opportunity  

With the 2027 target deadline fast approaching, this is a key opportunity to strengthen the ambition 

of WFD, to improve the nuance and detail of reporting, and to address critical implementation 

challenges that are responsible for past failures. It is essential that any reform of the regulations 

must not dismantle or downgrade ambition, nor should this remove the crucial principles of ‘no 

deterioration’ and ‘one out, all out’ that are such important safeguards.  

In the Water White Paper, Government has committed to ‘setting new ambitious targets for the 

water environment’, to enable consistent national oversight and alignment between the Government 

and sectors including the water industry, and to give greater clarity and confidence for long-term 

decision making. 

This commitment was reaffirmed in the King’s Speech background briefing on the Clean Water Bill, 

which makes reference to ‘exploring establishing national water targets’ that are ‘ambitious’. 

Though not confirmed, it is assumed that these commitments to explore new national water targets 

refer to WFD, particularly given that the Independent Water Commission recommended that the 

Government should consult on reforms to the WFD regulations.  

 

 

 



 
Action needed 

Targets 

Through the Clean Water Bill, and in wider water reforms, Government must guard against 

backsliding of ambition through retaining an ambitious apex target for all waterbodies. Given that 

2027 is likely to be missed, Government should set a new numerical target for the number of 

waterbodies required to achieve Good Ecological Status by a defined date. This new numerical target 

should as a minimum set a requirement to meet or exceed existing long-term targets under WFD. For 

example, a requirement for 80% of waterbodies to achieve Good Ecological Status by 2030.   

To ensure that ambition is maintained, and the goalposts are not simply moved without 

consequence, this should be accompanied by new targets for bringing high ecological priority 

waterbodies1 across freshwater, estuarine and marine environments to High Status; for example, a 

target of 10% by 2035.   

Crucially, a clear delivery pathway must be set for the new target, with credible interim targets or 

‘milestones’, to ensure that efforts cannot be backloaded and to allow better tracking of progress and 

– where necessary – course correction. These interim targets must be specific, costed and time-

bound. The interim targets should also relate to wider targets for the water environment, such that 

the delivery pathway comprises a complementary and cohesive package. Government must clarify 

how WFD targets relate to and will work alongside other targets, objectives and commitments to 

deliver significant environmental improvement, as per Section 7 of the Environment Act 2021. 

Government must also ensure that the Environmental Improvement Plan is updated to clearly and 

accurately depict how and which targets and objectives apply.  

 

Scope 

Monitoring is essential not only to understand the current state of the water environment, but to 

better target interventions and report progress, to translate national targets to catchment scale, to 

inform delivery, to unlock innovation, to inform and rebuild public trust, and to inform good use of 

public and other money. However, the current scope of the WFD regulations and monitoring omits 

several pollutants and pressures, and significant swathes of the water environment.  

An expanded, fully comprehensive monitoring regime is required. The list of monitored pollutants 

must be updated, including the addition of emerging pollutants, PFAS, antibiotic resistant bacteria, 

and microplastics, and Environmental Quality Standards (EQS) rapidly developed to avoid future 

costs to society. Furthermore, this must be accompanied by a mechanism to replace the EU Watch 

List (lost to the UK upon EU exit) to monitor emerging contaminants of concern, as recommended by 

the Independent Water Commission. 

 
1 High ecological priority body of surface water means a body that is or is within a Site of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSIs), Special Areas of Conservation (SAC), chalk streams, Special Protected Areas (SPAs), Marine 

Conservation Zones (MCZs), and Ramsar sites. 



 
This new regime should also fully integrate small waters into the framework and statutory 

monitoring programme, to replace current ad hoc efforts (such as within NCEA) and create an 

enabling driver for the protection and restoration of these ecologically vital habitats. Small waters 

support over 70% of our freshwater species, and are particularly amenable to near-term, low cost 

restoration. Bringing small waters into the framework would therefore improve WFD’s contribution 

to wider biodiversity objectives. As the Independent Water Commission has identified, the inclusion 

of small waters in WFD will not require new legislation.  

The new regime must also be fully aligned with the UK marine strategy.  

 

Regulators 

Regulators and River Basin Management Plans are legally required to address reasons for not 

achieving ‘good status’ through developing Programmes of Measures at the level of individual 

waterbodies. Government must ensure that the regulator is properly funded and staffed in order to 

have capacity to do this, and that there are sufficient funding, capacity and skills for delivery bodies 

to implement the Programmes of Measures.  

Through the Clean Water Bill, Government will abolish the regulator Ofwat and create a new ‘super’ 

regulator for water. Given the industry’s poor environmental performance, and the significant 

number of Reasons for Not Achieving Good Status (RNAGS) attributed to water company activities, it 

is essential that this new regulator has prioritising environmental protection and recovery as clear 

legal duties. To achieve this, the regulator must have a clear duty to contribute to delivery of 

environmental targets, including those under the WFD regulations.  
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