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Dear Mr Kolinski,

Thank you for your letter of 4 May 2023, replying to our NGO letter of 6 February 2023 to
Executive Vice-President Timmermans on the role of hydropower in the deployment of
renewable energies in the European Union. For the sake of transparency and on behalf of 100
NGOs, we are making this reply an open letter as a reaction to some of the points raised in your
letter on the hydropower potential in Europe and its environmental impacts.

First, you mentioned that hydropower plants will have an increasing role to play to provide
balancing and/or ancillary services to the grid and back-up variable renewable energy sources.
However, such ancillary services or back-up can only be provided to a significant extent by large
hydropower plants. In Europe, a large majority of the planned hydropower capacity is small
plants - 93% of planned projects have a capacity <10 MW and 60% below 1 MW. Therefore they
are unable to significantly back up variable renewables. On the contrary, the smallest
run-of-river hydropower plants are subject to seasonal river flows, thus they operate as an
intermittent energy source. Many of those planned small plants are in protected areas.1

Building new storage and pumped storage power plants where two reservoirs do not already
exist is likely to cause irreversible damage to rivers, due to landscape change and
hydropeaking.2

Second, we agree that several pieces of environmental law oblige hydropower developers to
evaluate the costs and benefits of their projects for society, and in particular to make sure that
projects can only lead to a deterioration in the water status in exceptional circumstances and if

2 For instance: planned storage plant on the Dniester (Moldova-Ukraine border); planned extension of Kaunertal
storage plant (Austria).

1 EuroNatur, GEOTA, RiverWatch, WWF, Hydropower pressure on European rivers: The story in numbers, 2019,
page 19.

https://op.europa.eu/en/web/who-is-who/person/-/person/ENER/COM-CRF_5432-000037F36F-000033CFF--
https://www.fluessevollerleben.at/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/wwf_factsheet_kaunertal_hydropower_plant.pdf
https://www.fluessevollerleben.at/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/wwf_factsheet_kaunertal_hydropower_plant.pdf
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/hydropower_pressure_on_european_rivers_the_story_in_numbers_web.pdf


specific conditions are fulfilled (Article 4(7) of the Water Framework Directive). However, NGOs
have repeatedly reported cases where those conditions were either not checked, or bypassed.3

This is despite the confirmation given by the EU Court of Justice that any authorisation given by
the national competent authority without checking that the conditions of Article 4(7) of the Water
Framework Directive are fulfilled is unlawful.4

In particular, article 4(7) (a) requiring that “all practicable steps are taken to mitigate the adverse
impact on the status of the body of water” is hardly implemented. Research shows that 22% of
all fish passing hydropower plants suffer from lethal injuries and kills in turbines, because of
inadequate protective devices and lack of safe downstream migration routes at hydropower
plants.5 Several turbines in different locations in the same river can reduce the passing of some
fish species to zero or close to zero. The mortality rate is generally higher for critically
endangered eels because of their length. One reason for the huge implementation gap is that
environmental impact assessments are often elaborated by engineering companies which
depend economically on hydropower projects to be realised.

Third, even when fish-friendly turbines and fish ladders are installed at hydropower plants, such
devices have limited efficiency and do not always qualify as appropriate mitigation measures.
Mitigation measures such as fish passes are not standardised, and even when some measures
are implemented, they will likely focus on a limited number of species rather than encompass
the needs of a larger array of species to enable upstream and downstream migration, while
measures targeting larger fishes (such as sturgeons) tend to be costlier and thus rarer. For
instance, a recent publication shows that most adult riverine fish may actually pass through the
best fish protection grids installed so far (with 15 or 20 mm bar spacing), supposed to protect
them from turbine entrainment.6 Likewise, nature-like by-pass channels are usually more
efficient than fish ladders when appropriately designed (i.e. with sufficient flow / steepness /
etc.)7, but they remain rare. Despite mitigation measures, migratory fish species (long-distance
or only migrating within river systems) can suffer from the cumulative effects of several
hydropower installations.

Therefore, while we agree that hydropower plants represent a small share of all river barriers in
Europe, hydropower barriers, even those with mitigation measures, have a much higher
environmental impact than other obstacles due to the specific fish-killing effect of hydropower
turbines and infrastructure, and due to hydropeaking causing declines in fish, insect and plant
populations as well as alterations in sediment dynamics.8 In regions where hydropower
development has been strong, hydropower barriers actually constitute a very significant share of
all barriers, such as in Bavaria which is home to 50% of German hydropower plants.9

9 https://www.lfu.bayern.de/wasser/wasserkraft/ueberblick/index.htm
8 R J Batalla et al., Hydropeaked rivers need attention, 2021 Environ. Res. Lett. 16 021001.

7 WWF, Hydropower in Europe: Transformation, not development, 2020, pages 12-15.

6 Knott, Josef et. al., Bigger than expected: Species-and size-specific passage of fish through hydropower screens,
Ecological Engineering, January 2023, DOI:10.1016/j.ecoleng.2022.106883

5 Radinger, J., van Treeck, R. & Wolter, C. (2022) Evident but context-dependent mortality of fish passing
hydroelectric turbines. Conservation Biology, online early. doi: 10.1111/cobi.13870

4 ECJ ruling C-529/15 of 1 June 2017, paragraph 38.
3 For instance, the Tumpen-Habichen project in Austria.

https://www.lfu.bayern.de/wasser/wasserkraft/ueberblick/index.htm
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/abce26
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf___hydro_in_europe_transformation_not_dev.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/366876586_Bigger_than_expected_Species-and_size-specific_passage_of_fish_through_hydropower_screens
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cobi.13870
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cobi.13870
https://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/?363115/20000-people-demand-immediate-halt-to-Austrian-hydropower-project


Fourth, you wrote that when it comes to flood risks, hydropower plants can also be a source of
resilience. In some cases, as e.g. the Upper Rhine, the contrary is true. Hydropower dams
actually worsen the consequences of floods as dammed, channelised riverbeds and reservoirs
cannot take up excess water in the way a free-flowing river, connected to its floodplain would.

Based on the above, we urge you:
● To ensure that no new hydropower projects in Europe receive EU financing, in particular

through the Resilience and Recovery Facility respecting the do-no-significant-harm
pledge.

● When reviewing Member States development plans designating renewable acceleration
areas, closely monitor that any planned hydropower development is checked against the
EU environmental legislation, including Article 4(7) of the Water Framework Directive.

Yours sincerely,





A Rocha International
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GEOTA
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Open Rivers Programme
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