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The National Federation of Group Water schemes (NFGWS) is the representative body for the Group 

Water Scheme (GWS) sector in Ireland. GWSs are community owned, community operated drinking 

water supplies providing drinking water to 9% of the population in Ireland1  which vary in size from 2 

- 2000 domestic connections. 

 

The NFGWS welcomes the proposal by the European Commission (EC) to re-cast Drinking Water 

Directive (DWD) as it is over 20 years in existence and provides an opportunity to ensure that all 

drinking water supplies are adequately monitored for water quality. The DWD, 98/83/EC, has been a 

very effective tool in improving drinking water quality and by consequence public health since its 

inception in 1998.   

 

The following is an outline of our observations on the proposal, including several areas likely to present 

a significant challenge for the private GWS sector in Ireland and small private supplies across the 

European Union (EU). We would ask the EC to seriously consider these implications before proceeding 

further with the recast directive to ensure necessary amendments are made. 

 

Articles 2 and 3 – Definition of a water supplier 

Article 2 defines a water supplier as “an entity supplying at least 10 m3 of water intended for human 

consumption a day as an average”.  Article 3 allows the exemption of “an individual supply providing 

less than 10 m3 a day as an average or serving fewer than 50 persons unless the water is supplied as 

part of a public or commercial activity”.  This means that suppliers providing less than 10 m3 per day 

are covered by the Directive but are not defined as water suppliers under Article 2.  It is recommended 

that Article 2 is revised to address this anomaly. 

 

Article 4, 5 & Annex I - Monitoring Parameters  

In the preamble to the directive, the responsibility for carrying out monitoring is clearly placed on the 

water provider. At present in Ireland, compliance monitoring for the private GWS sector is carried out 

by the Water Services Authority (WSA) with operational monitoring carried out by GWSs themselves. 

The practical and cost implications of placing the responsibility for compliance monitoring on the 

water supplier are significant, particularly for small GWSs who rely heavily on the WSA to carry out 

this service at present. We suggest that it should be left to each member state to decide who shall 

carry out the compliance monitoring requirement.   

 

                                                           
1 Central Statistics Office - Irish Census 2016 



 

 

The general obligation set out under the proposed directive in article 4 and quality standards in Article 

5 refer to the revised annex lists. The schedule of parameters to be monitored (Annex I) sees the 

addition of several new parameters and we recognise the requirement to monitor water for new and 

emerging threats in drinking water. The inclusion of 5 microbiological parameters into Part A of Annex 

I is a notable change and it is unclear what added value monitoring all of these parameters will add 

above and beyond monitoring specified in the original DWD. The inclusion of coliform bacteria, 

Clostridium perfringens and heterotrophic plate count as a Microbiological parameter (previously it 

was an Indicator) is significant as exceedances of these parametric values are now considered a 

potential danger to human health in accordance with Article 12.  Exceedances of these parameters 

should not automatically be considered as a potential danger to human health.  Traditionally coliforms 

serve as an indicator which trigger additional investigations and is not in itself a potential danger to 

human health and we would suggest this parameter is best served as an indicator parameter. 

 

A number of parametric values in the proposal differ from the guideline values recommended by the 

World Health Organisation (WHO), which is difficult for GWSs to understand and accept the need for 

such a change.  The WHO produces international norms on water quality and human health in the 

form of guidelines that are used as the basis for regulation and standard setting world-wide therefore 

why should the EC deviate from these guideline values, e.g. the draft proposal has not taken into 

account the revised WHO Guideline Values for antimony, boron, selenium and nickel and is proposing 

parametric values that are more stringent than the WHO guideline values for these parameters.  The 

reason for the imposition of these more stringent standards is not clear and does not appear to be 

justifiable on public health grounds.  The Chemical Parameters to be monitored should only include 

parameters that are of health significance and of EU wide concern.  There does not appear to be any 

evidence of widespread occurrence at levels of concern for some of the parameters proposed e.g. 

beta-estradiol, bisphenol A, nonylphenol. 

 

The proposal to introduce lower parametric values for certain parameters will also have practical and 

financial implications on the level of treatment required for certain water supplies. While we support 

the introduction of parametric values for the disinfectant by products, the reasons for the proposed 

parametric value of 0.25 mg/l for chlorate and chlorite is unclear considering the 0.7 mg/l WHO 

guideline value.  This will have significant impact on disinfection systems as chlorite is formed as a 

breakdown product in sodium hypochlorite used by virtually all GWS.  The decay rate from sodium 

hypochlorite to chlorite is well known and is managed by ensuring the chemicals are stored correctly 

and that storage times are minimised.  However, if this more stringent parametric value is imposed, it 

may result in lower doses of sodium hypochlorite being used in supplies and decreased storage time 

of the chemicals (and therefore increasing the cost as more deliveries will be required). This may lead 

to disinfection systems being compromised, particularly in surface water supplies where a higher dose 

is required.   

 

The reduction in the lead standard to 5 ug/l effectively means that no lead should be present in water 

supply systems.  Most of the remaining lead in drinking water infrastructure is in domestic plumbing 

systems and not within the control of GWSs. 

 

The removal of the indicator parametric values is of concern.  This list contains parameters that are of 

critical importance to consumers as many relate to the acceptability of water.  They also provide vital 

performance standards for the operation of water treatment plants that are widely used by water 

suppliers.  We do not recommend that they are all removed though we would support a revision of 

the parameters included. 



 

 

 

The ability of the GWS sector to comply with the parametric values outlined for turbidity in Annex II 

will prove challenging. Clarity is needed as to where this parametric value applies i.e. the final water 

leaving the water treatment works, the combined filtered water or the filtered water on each 

individual filter?  The final treated water in many water treatment plants is subject to pH correction 

which will generally increase the turbidity (due to lime particles in the water) without any risk to 

health.  It would be difficult in many cases where pH correction is practiced keeping final waters below 

0.3 NTU.  The parametric value of 0.3 NTU will be difficult to achieve in many GWSs with small supplies, 

which may lead to the exclusion of some types of treatment which are effective but not capable of 

achieving 0.3 NTU (e.g. slow sand filtration). 

 

Annex II - Sampling Frequencies 

The scale and frequency of water quality monitoring proposed in Annex II would see a significant 

increase from the current monitoring requirements. The table below illustrates the changes between 

98/83/EC and the draft proposed recast. 

 

Volume of Water 

Supplied (m3) 

Old Directive – Check 

Samples 

Old Directive – Audit 

Samples 

Draft Directive 

≤100 >0 >0 10 

>100 and ≤1000 4 1 10 

>1000 and ≤10000 4 + 3 for each 1000m3 

(e.g. 34 for a supply of 

10000 m3) 

1 + 1 for each 4500 m3 

(e.g. 4 for a supply of 

10,000 m3) 

50 

>10000 and ≤100000 4 + 3 for each 1000m3 

(e.g. 104 for a supply 

of 100000 m3) 

1 + 1 for each 4500 m3 

(e.g. 24 for a supply of 

100000 m3) 

365 

>100000 4 + 3 for each 1000m3 1 + 1 for each 4500 m3 365 

 

The proposal outlines significant increases in the compliance monitoring required, particularly for 

small supplies such as GWSs with all parameters to be analysed initially for a three-year period with 

no exception, even if there is exceptionally minimal risk of occurrence, until sufficient evidence is 

obtained to justify ruling them out. By their nature, GWSs are low cost, community owned, community 

ran, Co-operatives which would not have the capacity to carry out this increased level of expensive 

monitoring. From our initial research, the cost implication of monitoring all parameters initially on a 

small supply (supplying <1000m3 per day) would be €18,5702 per annum and for larger supplies 

(>1000m3 per day) €96,564 per annum. In many cases this is more than twice as expensive than the 

full operational costs of running a small supply. These costs only include the compliance monitoring 

cost and does not include operational monitoring or monitoring for parameters outlined in Annex IV 

or microplastics.  

 

The draft proposal will result in more sampling and monitoring being carried out, but this monitoring 

will not reduce the risk associated with any of these supplies.  GWSs have limited resources and money 

spent on carrying out unnecessary monitoring would be better spent on risk reduction measures.  The 

risk-based approach focusing on mitigation measures to address the risks identified is a more effective 

use of resources than utilising limited resources on monitoring. 

 

                                                           
2 Quote received from CLS Ltd. Rosmuc, Co. Galway for analysis of all Annex I listed parameters. 



 

 

Articles 7 to 10 – Risk-based approach 

The requirement for a risk-based approach to water safety from catchment to consumer outlined in 

Article 7 to 10, with particular emphasis on the source catchment in Article 8 is to be welcomed. The 

NFGWS is committed to this approach as the first step in protecting drinking water supplies and has 

been advancing work in this area on all regulated private GWS in recent years3. The focus and purpose 

of the risk-based approach introduced in Article 7 is directed towards the monitoring programmes.  

The text indicates that although a risk-based approach is to be adopted, this is to be done only where 

comprehensive monitoring is available for each of the parameters specified in the Annexes of the 

Directive.   

 

A risk assessment should not be required to include monitoring of the quality of the water but should 

incorporate true risk assessment.  In other words, if a hazard is not present or if no pathway for the 

parameter to the water supply exists it should be possible to exclude the parameter from the 

monitoring programme irrespective of whether monitoring has been carried out.  For example, 

supplies which do not use chlorine should not be required to monitor for the chlorinated by-products 

like THMs, chlorate, chlorite, haloacetic acids.  Similarly, monitoring for microcystins in groundwaters 

should not be carried out as they are simply not present.  Water suppliers should be able to exclude 

parameters from the monitoring programme based on evidence other than monitoring results and 

monitoring should not be required in all cases before a parameter can be reduced. The draft proposed 

recast introduces several new parameters for which there is limited historical monitoring.  This will 

mean that extensive monitoring for all parameters will be required in some supplies even though there 

is no possibility of some of them being present. 

 

The rigidness of requiring monitoring to be carried out before a parameter can be excluded from a 

monitoring programme is contrary to the risk assessment process and in effect means water suppliers 

must produce evidence of the absence of parameters before they can reduce the monitoring 

frequency.  In our opinion, this is not true risk assessment and undermines the risk assessment 

process. 

 

Any timeframe for completion of risk-based assessments and the implementation of mitigating 

measures that might arise, needs to be closely considered from a practical perspective. The GWS 

sector does not have the power of enforcement to implement significant measures to mitigate risk at 

catchment level and relies heavily on the good will of the community and the enforcement powers of 

the Local Authority to overcome significant issues. 

 

Article 10 - Assessment of domestic distribution systems 

Small private supplies including GWSs are not technically competent to complete assessments on 

domestic distribution systems. Access to such systems without impeding an individual’s property 

rights poses a significant challenge for any water supplier as well as implementing any mitigation 

measures identified / required. We suggest that this requirement on the water supplier be 

reconsidered. 

 

Article 12 - Failure to meet the parametric values 

The proposal outlines that Member States (MS) must consider any failure to meet the parametric 

values a potential danger to human health.  This will have significant implications and will not be 

                                                           
3 Implementation of the NFGWS ‘Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points’ (HACCP) based Quality Assurance 

System and Source Catchment & Zone of Contribution Delineation and Mapping projects 



 

 

appropriate or correct in some cases.  For example, for antimony, boron and selenium the Commission 

is not proposing to increase the parametric values to reflect the revised World Health Organisation 

guideline values.  In such cases, the WHO has indicated that these parameters are not a potential 

danger to human health, yet the draft proposed recast of the Directive is stating that they are a 

potential danger to human health.  The WHO guideline values and by consequence the DWD 

parametric values were developed based on lifetime exposure.  Therefore, short term exceedances of 

some parametric values for a limited time may not be a potential danger to human health.  It is more 

appropriate that where an exceedance of the parametric value is reported, that the health authorities 

in each MS carry out an assessment to determine if there is a potential danger to human health having 

regard to factors such as the parameter of concern, the result reported, the duration of the 

exceedance, the monitoring history for that parameter in the supply and vulnerable populations that 

might be affected. 

 

Article 14 & Annex IV – Information to be provided to the public 

Article 14 sets out the information that is to be provided to the public. The Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) in Ireland have been very active in providing information to the public about the quality 

of drinking water and reports annually on the quality of water supplied by private supplies. We see 

some difficulties with the information that is proposed to be supplied to the public as outlined in 

Annex IV. It will not be possible to provide the sampling locations as many of the sampling locations 

are private houses and this would be in breach of data protection regulations in Ireland. Annex IV also 

includes a list of indicator parameters for which water supplies must provide information.  There are 

two issues with this data: 

• Most of the parameters here were included in the Indicator list in 98/83/EC and are now not 

required under the draft proposal.  If monitoring is not required for these parameters, it will 

not be carried out and therefore cannot be provided.  Some of this monitoring may be carried 

out as operational monitoring but, in such cases, it will not be possible to provide this 

information for practical reasons.  For example, pH will be monitored using an online 

continuous pH monitor. 

• Several of the parameters are not relevant to drinking water.  In particular, several of the 

anions and cations are simply not relevant to drinking water as they are not present at levels 

that would present a potential danger to human health nor do they provide any information 

on the quality of drinking water (e.g. phosphate and silicate).  These parameters are not 

monitored in drinking water and will not be included in any operational monitoring 

programme. 

 

In relation to Article 2(a) and (b), not all individual domestic connection on GWSs are currently 

metered therefore this information cannot be provided to all consumers at this point. 

 

Conclusion 

As outlined, the NFGWS welcomes the EC proposal to recast the drinking water directive and supports 

many of the measures and approaches outlined in the proposal. We have however, outlined a number 

of concerns that will have significant implication on the GWS sector and small private water providers 

across the EU, should this directive be implemented as proposed. The NFGWS would welcome an 

extensive consultation process on this proposal prior to its implementation to ensure that these areas 

of concern can be adequately addressed. 


