
 

  

Water Sustainability: Towards Mutual 
Benefit and Win-Win Cooperation 

Comparative Analysis of Action Plans on  
Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development between the European Union and China 

Co-funded by  
the European Union and P.R. China 

 



1 

     Report   

    
     31.5.2018 

 

 Twitter @ChinaEUwater         #CEWP          www.cewp.eu          cewp.mwr.gov.cn 

 
 

 
 

 
 

     
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Dr. Jialiang Cai 
Water & Development Research Group 

Department of Built Environment, Aalto University 
P.O. Box 15200, FI-00076 Aalto, Finland 

jialiang.cai@aalto.fi 
 

 

 

  

http://www.cewp.eu/


2 

     Report   

    
     31.5.2018 

 

 Twitter @ChinaEUwater         #CEWP          www.cewp.eu          cewp.mwr.gov.cn 

1. Introduction 
The 2030 Agenda (Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development) is 

a new universal plan of action for people, planet, and prosperity, announced and endorsed by 

all 193 United Nations (UN) Member States at the UN Sustainable Development Summit held in 

September 2015 (United Nations, 2015). It presents an ambitious global framework with 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets, linked to development outcomes and 

means of implementation (MoI), for the period 2015–2030 (UN Water, 2018). Also, this 

Agenda seeks to build on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (2000-2015) and 

complete what they did not achieve, by underlining multidimensional concerns of the ongoing 

sustainable development worldwide (Hajer et al., 2015; United Nations, 2015). What is 

more important is that the 2030 Agenda urges all countries, both developing and developed, 

as well as all stakeholders, acting in collaborative partnership, to match words with deeds 

and translate commitment into reality, for its global implementation. Among the countries 

and stakeholders in the world, the European Union (EU) (developed) and China (developing), 

as the second and third largest economies respectively, have been addressing sustainable 

development as an overarching objective for policy-making on the economic, social, and 

environmental dimensions, and working accordingly in a balanced and integrated manner, 

through alignment of strategies, institutional guarantee, social mobilization, resource input, 

risk management, international cooperation, as well as oversight and review (Council of the 

European Union, 2017; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). Both the EU and China 

have made a full commitment to playing a leading role, to the best of their abilities, in 

implementing this transformative Agenda comprehensively at national, regional, and global 

scales (Council of the European Union, 2017; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017).  

 

The environment is a cornerstone of the 2030 Agenda (International Resource Panel and 

United Nations Environment Programme, 2015). Over half of the SDGs have a direct 

environmental focus or pinpoint sustainable use of natural resources (United Nations 

Environment Programme, 2016). Due to the fact that water, in sufficient quantity and 

quality, is at the core of sustainable development, it is embedded in many of the SDGs, being 

crucial to food security (SDG 2), health and well-being (SDG 3), energy security (SDG 7), cities 

and human settlements (SDG 11), consumption and production cycles (SDG 12), climate 

change (SDG 13), aquatic biodiversity (SDG 14), terrestrial biodiversity (SDG 15), and MoI (SDG 

17) (United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation and World Water 
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Assessment Programme, 2015; UN Water, 2018). Over the past 100 years, socioeconomic 

development has been ceaselessly putting great pressure on our freshwater resources, owing 

to meeting the needs for feeding the quadrupling global population, rising living standards, 

and driving economic prosperity (Vorosmarty et al., 2000; Veldkamp et al., 2017). It has led 

to overwhelming and undermining nature’s ability to provide key functions and services, i.e. 

growing water scarcity and deterioration of water-related environment and ecosystems 

worldwide (UN Water, 2018). Hence, the establishment of SDG 6, namely Ensure availability 

and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all, not only articulates the 

augmented concerns on water sustainability issues in the global political agenda, but also 

highlights that all countries (stakeholders) committed to translating the global goals and 

targets to national (own) targets and indicators, along with their individual challenges and 

corresponding opportunities of accounting for mutual benefit and win-win cooperation. 

 

The EU and China have been joining forces for better water through the China Europe Water 

Platform (CEWP) built in 2012, from which they cooperate as equal partners to avert a future 

global water crisis, along with its potential impacts on socioeconomic development and stability 

(China Europe Water Platform, 2018). At the latest CEWP’s high-level meeting in September 

2017, the EU and China signed a Memorandum of Understanding and the Turku Declaration, 

affirming their dedication to achieve SDG 6 (Steensig, 2017). Due to the fact that the beauty 

of the CEWP cooperation is precisely that it is not a project, but a platform by engaging the 

public, private, and non-governmental organization (NGO) sectors as well as civil society and 

local actors in practicing effective, efficient, and transparent water governance, it thus 

provides a unique prospective to insight into how the EU and China have been making 

unremitting efforts for pursuing water sustainability, as well as the characteristics of action 

plans on SDG 6 implementation between the EU and China. 

 

The principal aim of this study is to comprehend (1) the status quo of the EU and China’s 

progress on SDG 6 targets, (2) how the EU and China can take forward implementation in 

partnership to enable and accelerate progress towards achieving SDG 6, and (3) how the EU and 

China can go beyond SDG 6 to establish linkages across the 2030 Agenda in the context of water-

energy-food nexus. Filling these knowledge gaps involves conducting a comparative analysis of 

action plans on implementation of the 2030 Agenda between the EU and China, the specific 

objectives are accordingly to (1) identify the data availability of the SDG 6 targets’ indicators, 
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(2) assess the SDG 6 progress of the EU and China, and (3) reflect on the findings in light of the 

current policies of the EU and China towards mutual benefit and win-win cooperation with 

regard to water sustainability, particularly means of strengthening their partnership through 

the CEWP. 

 

2. Indicators of SDG 6 targets and data availability 

To track the SDG targets, there are in total 232 official indicators in the global indicator 

framework developed by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) and 

later adopted by the UN General Assembly in July 2017 (United Nations Statistics Division, 

2017). Among them, the indicators of SDG 6 targets all have well-established definitions and 

integrated monitoring methodologies (UN Water, 2016); however, not all have data for all UN 

Member States (Sachs et al., 2017). The following sections give a brief summary of each SDG 

6 target’s indicator(s) and corresponding data availability for this study. More detailed 

interpretation, rationale, and calculation of these indicators can be found at UN Water (2016).  

 

In terms of the indicators with data unavailability for this study, the local indicators, such as 

the ones from China, were used instead, or the indicators were excluded from the analysis. 

 

2.1 Target 6.1: By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and 
affordable drinking water for all 

2.1.1 Indicator 6.1.1 – Drinking water 

 Name: Proportion of population using safely managed drinking water services 

 Definition: Population using an improved drinking water source (piped water into dwellings, 

yards or plots; public taps or standpipes; boreholes or tubewells; protected dug wells; or 

protected springs and rainwater) that is located on premises and available when needed 

and which is free of faecal and priority chemical contamination.  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: Sachs et al. (2017), based on World Health Organization (WHO) and 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and 

Sanitation (JMP) (https://washdata.org/), with latest data during the period of 2011-2015. 

 

http://www.cewp.eu/
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2.2 Target 6.2: By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable 
sanitation and hygiene for all and end open defecation, paying special 

attention to the needs of women and girls and those in vulnerable situations 

2.2.1 Indicator 6.2.1 – Sanitation and hygiene 

 Name: Proportion of population using safely managed sanitation services, including a 

handwashing facility with soap and water 

 Definition: Population using an improved sanitation facility at the household level that is 

not shared with other households and where excreta is safely disposed of in situ or treated 

off site, including a handwashing facility with soap and water in the household. Improved 

sanitation facilities include flush or pour flush toilets to sewerage systems, septic tanks or 

pit latrines, improved pit latrines (pit latrines with a slab or ventilated pit latrines) and 

composting toilets. A handwashing facility is a device to contain, transport or regulate the 

flow of water to facilitate handwashing.  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: Sachs et al. (2017), based on WHO/UNICEF JMP, with latest data during 

the period of 2011-2015. 

 

2.3 Target 6.3: By 2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution, 
eliminating dumping and minimizing release of hazardous chemicals and 
materials, halving the proportion of untreated waste water and substantially 

increasing recycling and safe reuse globally 

2.3.1 Indicator 6.3.1 – Wastewater treatment 

 Name: Proportion of wastewater safely treated 

 Definition: Percentage of wastewater generated by households (sewage and faecal sludge) 

and economic activities (based on International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC) 

categories) that is safely treated. 

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: No 

 Alternative indicator: Degree of wastewater discharge (Score: 0-1) (Cai et al., 2017), based 

on China statistical yearbooks, with latest data during the period of 2000-2015. 

http://www.cewp.eu/
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2.3.2 Indicator 6.3.2 – Water quality 

 Name: Proportion of bodies of water with good ambient water quality 

 Definition: Percentage of water bodies (area) in a country with good ambient water quality. 

“Good” indicates an ambient water quality that does not damage ecosystem function and 

human health according to core ambient water quality parameters. Overall water quality 

is estimated based on a core set of five parameters that inform on major water quality 

impairments present in many parts of the world: electric conductivity/total dissolved 

solids; percentage dissolved oxygen; dissolved inorganic nitrogen/total nitrogen; dissolved 

inorganic phosphorus/total phosphorus; and faecal coliform/Escherichia coli bacteria.  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: No (excluded) 

 

2.4 Target 6.4: By 2030, substantially increase water-use efficiency across 
all sectors and ensure sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater to 
address water scarcity and substantially reduce the number of people 
suffering from water scarcity 

2.4.1 Indicator 6.4.1 – Water use efficiency 

 Name: Change in water use efficiency over time 

 Definition: Output from a given economic activity (based on ISIC categories), per volume 

of net water withdrawn by the economic activity. This indicator includes water use by all 

economic activities, focusing on agriculture (excluding the portion generated by rain-fed 

agriculture), manufacturing, electricity, and water collection, treatment and supply 

(looking at distribution efficiency and capturing network leakages). By assessing changes 

over time, the sectoral values can be aggregated into one (Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations, 2017b).  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: No 

 Alternative indicator: Change in industrial water use intensity over time (%) (Cai et al., 

2016), based on China statistical yearbooks and World Bank (2016), with latest data during 

the period of 2000-2015. 
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2.4.2 Indicator 6.4.2 – Water stress 

 Name: Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of available freshwater 

resources  

 Definition: Ratio between total freshwater withdrawn by all economic activities (based on 

ISIC categories) and total renewable freshwater resources, after taking into account 

environmental water requirements (also known as water withdrawal intensity). This 

indicator includes water withdrawals by all economic activities, focusing on agriculture, 

manufacturing, electricity, as well as water collection, treatment, and supply.  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: Sachs et al. (2017), based on AQUASTAT (Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations, 2017a), with latest data during the period of 2002-

2017. 

 

2.5 Target 6.5: By 2030, implement integrated water resources 
management at all levels, including through transboundary cooperation as 

appropriate 

2.5.1 Indicator 6.5.1 – Water resources management 

 Name: Degree of integrated water resources management implementation  

 Definition: The degree to which integrated water resources management (IWRM) is 

implemented, by assessing the four components of policies, institutions, management tools 

and financing. It takes into account the various users and uses of water, with the aim of 

promoting positive social, economic and environmental impacts at all levels, including the 

transboundary level, where appropriate.  

 Unit: 0-100 

 Data availability: No (excluded) 

2.5.2 Indicator 6.5.2 – Transboundary cooperation 

 Name: Proportion of transboundary basin area with an operational arrangement for water 

cooperation  

 Definition: Percentage of transboundary basin area within a country that has an operational 

agreement or other arrangement for water cooperation. For the purpose of the indicator, 

“basin area” is defined for surface waters as the extent of the catchment, and for 
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groundwater as the extent of the aquifer. An “arrangement for water cooperation” is a 

bilateral or multilateral treaty, convention, agreement or other formal arrangement among 

riparian countries that provides a framework for cooperation on transboundary water 

management. The criteria for the arrangement to be considered “operational” are based 

on key aspects of substantive cooperation in water management, such as the existence of 

institutional mechanisms, regular communication among riparian countries, joint or 

coordinated management plans or objectives, as well as a regular exchange of data and 

information.  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: No (excluded) 

 

2.6 Target 6.6: By 2020, protect and restore water-related ecosystems, 
including mountains, forests, wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes 

2.6.1 Indicator 6.6.1 – Water-related ecosystems 

 Name: Change in the extent of water-related ecosystems over time  

 Definition: Changes over time in (1) the spatial extent of water-related ecosystems 

(wetlands, forests, and drylands); (2) the quantity of water in ecosystems (rivers, lakes, 

and groundwater); and (3) the resulting health of ecosystems.  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: No (excluded) 

 

2.7 Target 6.a: By 2030, expand international cooperation and capacity-

building support to developing countries in water- and sanitation-related 
activities and programs, including water harvesting, desalination, water 
efficiency, waste water treatment, recycling and reuse technologies 

2.7.1 Indicator 6.a.1 – International cooperation 

 Name: Amount of water- and sanitation-related official development assistance that is part 

of a government coordinated spending plan  

 Definition: Amount and percentage of official development assistance (ODA) that is 

included in a government coordinated spending plan, whether: (1) on treasury or (2) on 

budget. ODA flows are official financing with the main objective of promoting economic 
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development and welfare of developing countries; they are concessional in character with 

a grant element of at least 25%. By convention, ODA flows comprise contributions from 

donor government agencies, at all levels, to developing countries, either bilaterally or 

through multilateral institutions. A government coordinated spending plan is defined as a 

financing plan/budget for water and sanitation projects, clearly assessing the available 

sources of finance and strategies for financing future needs.  

 Data availability: No (excluded) 

 

2.8 Target 6.b: Support and strengthen the participation of local 
communities in improving water and sanitation management 

2.8.1 Indicator 6.b.1 – Stakeholder participation 

 Name: Proportion of local administrative units with established and operational policies 

and procedures for participation of local communities in water and sanitation management 

 Definition: Percentage of local administrative units within a country with established and 

operational policies and procedures for participation of local communities in water and 

sanitation management. Local administrative units refer to subdistricts, municipalities, 

communes or other local community-level units covering both urban and rural areas to be 

defined by the government. Policies and procedures for participation of local communities 

in water and sanitation management define a mechanism by which individuals and 

communities can meaningfully contribute to decisions and directions on water and 

sanitation management.  

 Unit: % 

 Data availability: No (excluded) 

 

3. Assessment of SDG 6 progress 

3.1 Target 6.1 

The indicator 6.1.1 builds on the MDG indicator “proportion of population using an improved 

drinking water source” (where “improved” was used as a proxy for “safe” due to the lack of 

data on drinking water quality), but also incorporates aspects of quality (“safe”, free of 

contamination), accessibility (“located on premises”), and availability (“available when 
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needed”) to further address the normative criteria of the human right to water  (UN Water, 

2016). Owing to the fact that all UN Member States have put individual action plans on MDG 

implementation into effect during the 15-year period, the status quo of achieving target 6.1 

turned out to be very promising both in the EU and China (Figure 1). Both the EU and China 

have had over 95% population with access to improved water resources (Figure 1). With regard 

to the temporal analysis, China’s values have showed a significant increasing trend, from 92.4% 

in 2000 to 95.5% in 2015 (Cai et al., 2017; Sachs et al., 2017). 

 

Figure 1. Proportion of population using safely managed drinking water services in the EU 

and China in 2015. The green color denotes that the proportion value is greater than or 

equal to 98%; and the yellow color indicates that the value is less than 98%, but greater than 

or equal to 89% (Sachs et al., 2017).  

 

3.2 Target 6.2 

The indicator 6.2.1 also builds on the MDG indicator “proportion of population using an 

improved sanitation facility”, and incorporates aspects of accessibility (at the household level), 

acceptability, and safety (not shared with other households), to further address the normative 

criteria of the human right to water (UN Water, 2016). Despite great efforts made throughout 
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the MDG implementation as aforementioned, there is still a huge disparity within the EU, in 

comparison to China as well (Figure 2). The worse case is Romania, which had up to 72.2% 

population with access to improved sanitation facilities (Figure 2). In terms of the temporal 

analysis, China’s values have indicated a significant increasing trend, from 44.8% in 2000 to 

76.5% in 2015 (Cai et al., 2017; Sachs et al., 2017). 

 

Figure 2. Proportion of population using safely managed sanitation services in the EU and 

China in 2015. The green color denotes that the proportion value is greater than or equal to 

95%; the yellow color indicates that the value is less than 95%, but greater than or equal to 

85%; the orange color means that the value is less than 85%, but greater than or equal to 75%; 

and the red color shows that the value is less than 75% (Sachs et al., 2017).  

 

3.3 Target 6.3 

The indicator 6.3.1 addresses the contribution of water pollution to water resources 

vulnerability, by assessing the degree of wastewater discharge (Cai et al., 2017). During the 

MDG implementation period, China’s values have illustrated a significant increasing trend, 

from 0.15 in 2000 to 0.26 in 2015 (Figure 3), regardless of the most stringent water resource 

management policies issued to ensure water security and protect water environment (Cai et 

Access to improved sanitation facilities (% population)

60.0

65.0

70.0

75.0

80.0

85.0

90.0

95.0

100.0

C
h

in
a

A
u

st
ri

a

B
el

g
iu

m

B
u

lg
a

ri
a

C
ro

a
ti

a

C
y

p
ru

s

C
ze

ch
 R

ep
u

b
li

c

D
en

m
a

rk

E
st

o
n

ia

F
in

la
n

d

F
ra

n
ce

G
er

m
a

n
y

G
re

ec
e

H
u

n
g

a
ry

Ir
el

a
n

d

It
a

ly

L
a

tv
ia

L
it

h
u

a
n

ia

L
u

x
em

b
o

u
rg

M
a

lt
a

N
et

h
er

la
n

d
s

P
o

la
n

d

P
o

rt
u

g
a

l

R
o

m
a

n
ia

S
lo

v
a

k
 R

ep
u

b
li

c

S
lo

v
en

ia

S
p

a
in

S
w

ed
en

U
n

it
ed

 K
in

g
d

o
m

http://www.cewp.eu/


12 

     Report   

    
     31.5.2018 

 

 Twitter @ChinaEUwater         #CEWP          www.cewp.eu          cewp.mwr.gov.cn 

al., 2017). It implied that China has experienced low vulnerability towards moderate 

vulnerability across the country regarding annual wastewater discharge. 

 

Figure 3. Degree of wastewater discharge in China during 2000-2015. The green color 

denotes that the score value is less than 0.20 (low vulnerability); and the yellow color 

indicates that the value is greater than or equal to 0.20, but less than 0.40 (moderate 

vulnerability) (Cai et al., 2017).  

 

3.4 Target 6.4 

The indicator 6.4.1 is rooted in the indicator water use intensity (WUI) (water withdrawal 

(water use) per unit of gross domestic product (GDP)), which is one of three national 

indicators (known as ‘‘redlines”) for the most stringent water resources management, listed 

in the Number 1 Central Document in 2011, as China’s most important policy document for 

that year and beyond (Cai et al., 2016). The measures aiming to improve WUI by 2030 have 

been issued in the action plans of the central government (Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of China and State Council of China, 2011; State Council of China, 2012; 

State Council of China, 2015a). In spite of the fact that the indicator WUI does not include 

water use by all economic activities from primary, secondary, and tertiary industries in an 
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integrated manner, it pains the whole picture of the changes within each industry 

substantially. The WUI values for each industry in China showed significant decreasing trends, 

although they varied from each other extensively (Figure 4) (Cai et al., 2016). The WUI 

values of primary, secondary, and tertiary industries were continuously reduced from 2620, 

255, and 51 m3/104 RMB yuan in 2000 to 632, 48, and 8 m3/104 RMB yuan in 2015 respectively 

(Cai et al., 2016). The largest contribution was from the primary industry, which clearly 

demonstrated that the primary-industry WUI was the key issue to drag the total WUI down at 

national scale (Cai et al., 2016). 

 

 

Figure 4. Change in water use intensity over time (%) in China’s primary, secondary, and 

tertiary industries during 2000-2015.  

 

The indicator 6.4.2 builds on the MDG indicator “proportion of total water resources used”, 

but also accounts for environmental water requirements, which is necessary to protect the 

basic environmental services of freshwater ecosystems (UN Water, 2016). This indicator 

provides an estimate of pressure by all economic activities on the country’s renewable 

freshwater resources, directly responding to the environmental component of the target 

(“ensure sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater”) (UN Water, 2016). Among the 
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EU countries and China, Malta experienced the highest level of water stress (67.3%), followed 

by Belgium (33.7%), Spain (29.6%), Bulgaria (28.7%), and Italy (28.1%) (Figure 5). Regarding 

China’s temporal analysis from 2000 to 2015, the level values varied between 19.8% and 

26.3%, without significant changes (Cai et al., 2017; Sachs et al., 2017).  

 

 

Figure 5. Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of available 

freshwater resources in 2017. The green color denotes that the proportion value is less than 

or equal to 25%; the yellow color indicates that the value is greater than 25%, but less than or 

equal to 50%; and the orange color means that the value is greater than 50%, but less than or 

equal to 75% (Sachs et al., 2017).  
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4. Enabling and accelerating progress towards 
achieving SDG 6 

4.1 Target 6.1 

Access to safe and affordable drinking water is greatly met for most of the EU inhabitants. 19 

(out of 28) EU countries have fulfilled this target in 2015 and the rest have been closely 

approaching it (Figure 1).  

 

As China is geographically a vast country, it is acknowledged that a high level of spatial 

heterogeneity exists between coastal provinces (developed and more urbanized) and inland 

provinces (developing and less urbanized) (Cai et al., 2016). It leads to serious challenges in 

rural areas China has been facing for a long time, despite the significant improvement made 

at national scale (Figure 1) (Cai et al., 2017; Sachs et al., 2017). According to the national 

plan on implementation of the 2030 Agenda (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2016), 

China aims to augment rural centralized water supply rate to over 85% and rural tap water 

coverage rate to over 80% by 2020. In 2016, China launched the project of consolidating and 

improving rural drinking water safety with a total fulfilled investment of 24 billion RMB yuan 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). Guidance has been provided to localities to take 

comprehensive measures to build supporting facilities, revamp and upgrade existing ones, and 

promote facility networks, as well as preferential tax policies concerning electricity and land 

use have been offered to the construction and operation of drinking water projects (Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). By the end of 2016, 39 million people had benefited from 

this project (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). 

 

4.2 Target 6.2 

Like Target 6.1, the majority of Member States do not have a problem with access to 

adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene, but the population in a few EU countries is 

still affected by this form of deprivation (Eurostat, 2016). In other words, 3 (out of 28) EU 

countries have fulfilled this target in 2015, while 20 Member States have been closely 

approaching it, with the indicator values over 95% (Figure 2). Lithuania (92.4%), Ireland 

(90.5%), Latvia (87.8%), Bulgaria (86.0%), and Romania (72.2%) still need to make great efforts 

through their national action plans (Figure 2). In light of the core of the 2030 Agenda, i.e. to 
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ensure that “no one will be left behind”, Portugal, for instance, has taken into account that 

the improved access to sanitation facilities and services by marginalized or vulnerable groups, 

such as Roma communities, homeless people, populations without a fixed address, and people 

with disabilities or living in residential areas without adequate infrastructure/facilities 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Portugal, 2017).  

 

China has been striving to work toward full coverage of water hygiene and infrastructure 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2016). By the end of 2016, sanitary toilets coverage 

had reached 80.4% among the 260 million rural households (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

China, 2017). 

 

4.3 Target 6.3 

The EU has developed over 30 years a comprehensive water policy that has gradually shifted 

from addressing mainly health concerns to the environmental impacts of major water-using 

sectors, by which much progress has been made in water protection, not only in individual EU 

Member States, but also in tackling significant problems at European level (Council of the 

European Union, 2012; European Commission, 2017b). Due to the fact that Europe’s waters 

are still in need of increased efforts to get them clean or to keep them clean, the adoption of 

the Water Framework Directive (WFD) in 2000 can be portrayed as the milestone call for 

action on taking an integrated approach to water resources management for the benefit of all 

EU citizens and waters (European Commission, 2017b).  

 

The Water Blueprint launched in May 2012 underlines actions that concentrate on better 

implementation of current water legislation and integration of water policy objectives into 

other policies, with the long-term (up to 2020) aim to ensure availability of good quality 

water for sustainable and equitable water use (Council of the European Union, 2012; 

European Commission, 2017a). One of its specific objectives is to achieve good status in EU 

water bodies by 2015 as a rule, or by 2027 at the latest for specific water bodies covered by 

WFD exemptions, particularly including general protection of the aquatic ecology, specific 

protection of unique and valuable habitats, protection of drinking water resources, and 

protection of bathing water (Council of the European Union, 2012). The term good status 

contains two elements, namely good ecological status and good chemical status. Good 
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ecological status is defined with regard to the quality of the biological community, the 

hydrological characteristic, and the chemical characteristics, whereas good chemical status is 

defined in terms of compliance with all the quality standards established for chemical 

substances at European level (European Commission, 2017b). The WFD also provides a 

mechanism for renewing these standards and establishing new ones by means of a 

prioritization mechanism for hazardous chemicals, which ensures at least a minimum 

chemical quality, particularly in relation to very toxic substances, everywhere in the 

community (European Commission, 2017b). As for the chemical status of groundwater, the 

WFD has established a ground rule that groundwater should not be polluted at all, which 

comprises a prohibition on direct discharges to groundwater, and (to cover indirect 

discharges) a requirement to monitor groundwater bodies so as to detect changes in chemical 

composition, and to reverse any antropogenically induced upward pollution trend (European 

Commission, 2017b). Besides, there are a number of measures taken at Community level to 

tackle particular pollution problems. For instance, the Urban Waste Water Treatment 

Directive and the Nitrates Directive are side by side in the battle against eutrophication as 

well as microbial pollution in bathing water areas and nitrates in drinking water; and the 

Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control Directive deals with chemical pollution 

(European Commission, 2017b). 

 

China has issued a series of action plans to improve water quality nationwide. First, the 

Water Pollution Prevention and Control Action Plan pinpoints the increasing proportions of 

good quality water in key river basins and coastal water areas as well as qualified treatment 

of sewage water (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2016). Second, the Plan for Water 

Resource Protection puts in place a water resource management system that combines tiered 

management at central and local levels and management based on river basin and 

administrative division (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). Third, the Measures for 

Supervision of Functional Water Zones sets clear requirements for tiered and categorized 

supervision over water function zones and puts rigorous limits on the total amount of sewage 

discharge (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). In 2017, the assessment on water 

function zones of major rivers and lakes against national standards has been completed and 

the monitoring coverage for major water function zones has reached 95% (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of China, 2017). Fourth, a four-tier system of River Chief comprising provincial, city, 

county, and township chiefs has been established in 2016 to combat water pollution in all 
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rivers, particularly for eliminating black waters, i.e. water bodies “below Grade V”, the 

lowest acceptable level in China’s water quality grading system (State Council of China, 

2017). River chiefs are tasked with resource protection, pollution prevention and control, 

and environmental restoration, and they are held accountable for environmental damage in 

rivers under their supervision (State Council of China, 2017). As a specific stewardship 

approach, there are by far around 200,000 river chiefs across the country (State Council of 

China, 2018). At the beginning of 2018, China has introduced a similar system of Lake Chief 

to address waters not covered by river chiefs (State Council of China, 2018). 

 

4.4 Target 6.4 

Action to improve the efficient use and effective management of water resources is 

acknowledged in the context of the Flagship initiative on resource efficiency as part of the EU 

2020 Strategy (European Commission, 2011). In 2007, the European Commission adopted a 

Communication on Water Scarcity & Drought (WS&D) to identify seven policy areas that had 

to be addressed if Europe was to move towards a water-efficient economy (European 

Commission, 2007; 2011). With three-year consecutive follow-up reviews, this 

Communication has articulated the building blocks of the future WS&D policy, namely water 

efficiency, better planning, and adequate implementation instruments, which are key 

elements of the establishment of a water-efficient economy that meets the challenge of the 

EU 2020 strategy, and the corresponding measures (European Commission, 2011). In 

particular, being component of the Water Blueprint, the assessments of the implementation 

of WS&D policy and its measures in place have offered an insight into looking back to ensure 

the protection and availability of EU water resources, while identifying gaps and 

shortcomings, as well as look forward at the evolving vulnerability of the water environment 

to ensure a sustainable use of water in the EU in the long term (European Commission, 

2011).  

 

China has comprehensively promoted the building of a water-saving society in an all-round 

way, by enforcing strictest water resources management system and strengthening water 

demand and water consumption management (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2016; 

2017). A set of action plans has been introduced to put forth a host of indicators for water 

consumption volume control, lay out specific actions to conserve water in agricultural and 

http://www.cewp.eu/


19 

     Report   

    
     31.5.2018 

 

 Twitter @ChinaEUwater         #CEWP          www.cewp.eu          cewp.mwr.gov.cn 

industrial production as well as in cities, and put forward the goals and tasks for building a 

water-saving society, including the Action Plan for Dual Control of Total Volume and 

Intensity of Water Resource Consumption in the 13th Five-Year Plan Period (2016-2020), the 

Action Plan for Water-conservation among the Whole Population, the 13th Five-Year Plan for 

Water-saving Society, the Guidelines for Urban Water Conservation (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of China, 2017). In 2017, China has put in place assessment criteria for water-saving 

enterprises (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). 

 

According to China’s timetable for the redline indicator WUI, it needs to drop to 65 and 40 

m3/104 RMB yuan in 2020 and 2030 respectively, from 83 m3/104 RMB yuan in 2015 (Cai et al., 

2016). As aforementioned that the primary-industry WUI is the key issue to drag the total 

WUI down nationwide, the measures to increase effective irrigation ratio are expected to be 

targeted to the development of irrigation schemes and water-saving irrigation technologies 

for enhancing crop water productivity. Another of the straightforward measures is to take 

initiatives, like Made in China 2025 (State Council of China, 2015b), for upgrading the 

manufacturing industry. Pushing strongly forward and even accelerating the innovation-driven 

transformation on agricultural modernization, would help improve the primary-industry WUI 

across the country.  

 

Moreover, since China’s water pricing reforms that were set in force in 2002 to reduce water 

use of residential consumption (WURC) in urban areas, they have targeted adoption of 

increasing block rate price structures in place of commonly used uniform rate structures, 

motivated by the responsiveness of water demand to higher prices (Cai et al., 2018). Zhang 

et al. (2017) pointed out that there was a 3-4% annual urban WURC reduction in the short-run 

and 5% in the longer-term, based on 28 China’s cities that adopted increasing block rate 

tariffs during 2002-2009. The effectiveness of the increasing block rate tariffs should not be 

underestimated, when taking the ceaselessly growing urban population into account. 

 

4.5 Target 6.5 

The WFD is established on river basin management, instead of according to administrative or 

political boundaries (European Commission, 2017b). Initiatives taken forward by the Member 

States, regarding the Maas, Schelde, or Rhine river basins, have served as positive examples 
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of this approach, with their cooperation and joint objective-setting across Member State 

borders, or in the case of the Rhine even beyond the EU territory (European Commission, 

2017b). Owing to the fact that some of river basins traverse national frontiers, it is of great 

necessity and importance to conduct a River Basin Management Plan, with a renewal period 

of 6 years, for the coordination requirements (European Commission, 2017b). This plan is a 

detailed account of how the objectives, such as quantitative status, ecological status, 

chemical status, and protected area, set for each river basin and are to be reached within the 

required timetable (European Commission, 2017b). This plan also contains (1) the river 

basin’s characteristics, (2) the impacts of human activity on the status of waters, (3) an 

economic analysis of water use within the river basin, (4) estimation of the effect of existing 

legislation and the remaining gap(s), and accordingly (5) a set of measures designed to fill the 

gap(s), along with cost-effectiveness discussion (European Commission, 2017b).  

 

China has been pressing ahead with IWRM, on the basis of both river basin management and 

administrative management, and giving full play to the functions and role of river basin 

management, in accordance with the river chief and lake chief systems nationwide (Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). 

 

4.6 Target 6.6 

Europe’s environmental improvements in recent decades have been driven by EU legislation 

providing a high level of protection in areas such as water quality and nature conservation 

(European Commission, 2016). The Birds and Habitats Directives protect ecosystems, and 

the expansion of the Natura 2000 network of protected areas to 18% of EU land has been an 

important achievement (European Commission, 2016). Further efforts are required to 

achieve the EU targets of halting biodiversity loss by 2020 and restoring at least 15% of 

degraded ecosystems (European Commission, 2016). 

 

China has been building a national ecological security framework to protect and restore 

water-related ecosystems, by intensifying groundwater management against overuse (Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of China, 2016; 2017). In the meantime, China has made a commitment 

to fully implement the National Plan for Water and Soil Conservation (2015-2030). In 2017, 

China have completed comprehensive treatment to 54,000 km2 of areas affected by soil 
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erosion, revamped 267,000 hectares of slope farmland, put 18,000 km2 of land under 

preventive protection, and built over 300 eco-clean small watersheds (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of China, 2017). Additionally, China has made mid- to long-term plans to further 

expand the scope of returning farmlands to forests and promote afforestation, e.g.  

commercial logging of natural forests were fully stopped nationwide in 2016  (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of China, 2017).  

 

4.7 Target 6.a 

Owing to the fact that the SDGs are a collaborative agenda between all levels of public 

governments and civil society, signed up by all UN Member States, implementation needs to 

be taken forward in partnership with all (European Commission, 2016). For instance, 

Sweden internationally contributes through special development cooperation interventions to 

improve access to clean water as well as sanitation and hygiene, especially for women and 

children (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Sweden, 2017). In 2015, Sweden’s development 

cooperation to water and sanitation interventions amounted to approximately 790 million SEK 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Sweden, 2017). Sweden also helps to protect the world’s 

natural wetlands and aquatic environments through membership in the Ramsar Convention, 

which is a global environmental protection convention for the conservation and sustainable 

use of wetlands and aquatic environments (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Sweden, 2017). 

 

China has conducted South-South cooperation on water and sanitation to strengthen other 

developing countries’ capability for sustainable management (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

China, 2017). Through complete foreign aid projects, technical assistance, provision of 

supplies, and training programs for officials and technicians, China has helped other 

developing countries achieve the water and sanitation goals, involving such areas as use and 

management of water resources, soil and water conservation, low-carbon demonstration, 

desalination, desertification, and environmental monitoring (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

China, 2017). Under the framework of China South-South Cooperation Green Envoys Program 

and China-ASEAN Green Envoys Program, China has provided environmental management and 

technology training including on water and sanitation management by using foreign 

assistance, special fund for Asian regional cooperation and other funding (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of China, 2017). China has also actively promoted Lancang-Mekong River Basin 
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cooperation on water resources, including by hosting a seminar on water quality monitoring 

capacity building for Lancang-Mekong Basin countries (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 

2017). The largest water conservation project in Sri Lanka – the Moragahakanda Reservoir 

Project funded by China has completed phased construction, which will provide clean drinking 

water for millions of people beside irrigation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2017). 

 

4.8 Target 6.b 

Sustainable development will not be brought about by public sector policies alone, as it is a 

joint agenda of citizens, civil society, organizations, and businesses (European Commission, 

2016). Effective water sustainability policies are sought through active, supported 

engagement of stakeholders. Stakeholder participation is a long-term process and requires 

investment in supporting stakeholder relationships. Institutions need to be designed to enable 

inputs into decision-making from these relationships rather than treating them on an ad hoc 

basis. To create a dynamic space bringing together the different stakeholders, the European 

Commission will launch a multi-stakeholder Platform with a role in the follow-up and 

exchange of best practices on SDG implementation across sectors, at Member State and EU 

level (European Commission, 2016). This Platform could act as a peer-learning hub where 

stakeholders can engage in debates about sustainability activities and inform others about 

ongoing successful initiatives (European Commission, 2016). China has been exercising 

working mechanism that involves water users’ participation and support, as well as 

strengthening and urging the participation of water users and local communities in improving 

sustainable water governance through IWRM (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2016). 

 

In particular, the private sector has a key role to play in developing water sustainability 

policies. The opening up of governance to non-state actors and voluntary private governance 

mechanisms is a growing trend of great importance and necessity. From standard setting in 

agriculture, to voluntary reporting in mining, and to investment in water supply and 

sanitation infrastructure, the private sector has become one of the cornerstones of 

sustainable water governance. More and more companies embrace the SDGs and put into 

practice corporate social responsibility, in their own interest, as well as in the interest of the 

European economy and society, by innovative solutions for challenges within and beyond the 

EU borders (European Commission, 2016). 
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The CEWP, being a regional component of the EU Water Initiative, is intended to promote 

policy dialogue, joint research and business development in the water sector between the EU 

and China, on the basis of mutual interest, mutual benefit, and mutual funding (China 

Europe Water Platform, 2018). Its activities are organized in the following areas: (1) Water 

and Food: Rural water challenges, (2) Water and Urbanization: Urban water challenges, (3) 

Water and Energy: Water use in the Energy sector, and energy use in the Water sector, and 

(4) River Basin and Flood Management (China Europe Water Platform, 2018), which is largely 

in line with SDG 6 targets. Therefore, strengthening the partnership through the CEWP shall 

give both parties a great advantage in the process of enabling and accelerating progress 

towards achieving SDG 6.  

 

There are some preliminary proposals that could be taken into account. First, the EU and 

China could develop a national indicator system together regarding SDG 6 targets. 

According to the assessment presented earlier, there are still quite a few global indicators, 

which have not yet been localized and adapted to the country context. Some result from data 

unavailability, and some lack quantitative criteria, when listed in action plans. How to tackle 

this issue is of great importance and necessity at national, regional, and global scales. It 

requires that the national SDG 6 indicator system shall be custom tailored to local 

circumstances, yet on the basis of comprehending the baseline status and trends of the global 

SDG 6 indicators. Second, the EU and China could establish a national indicator database 

together, in accordance with the national indicator system. Data underpin good water 

governance. How to precisely assess the SDG 6 progress is through a pursuit of the availability 

of comparable data for each indicator. Third, the EU and China could conduct a lesson 

learned workshop together, in terms of equitable, participatory, and transparent SDG 6 

policy process. The principal purpose of this workshop is to achieve mutual benefit and win-

win cooperation on water sustainability of the EU and China, by reviewing, discussing, and 

brainstorming the characteristics of action plans on SDG 6 implementation from both parties. 

It is also noteworthy that a cautious approach is needed, when transferring lessons learned 

from one country to another, and governance problems should be considered within their 

specific context on a case-by-case basis. 
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5. Beyond SDG 6: Water-energy-food nexus 

The integrated approach to the 2030 Agenda recognizes that most aspects of society, 

development, sustainable growth, and the environment are symbiotic (UN Water, 2018). 

Accepting this can make development more cost-effective, help to maximize synergies and 

reduce the risks that actions taken to meet one goal will undermine other goals (UN Water, 

2018). It will also ensure appropriate timing and sequencing of policy and institutional 

reforms and related investments, so that limited resources are used efficiently and 

sustainably (UN Water, 2018). An integrated approach has important implications, which 

means that progress towards SDG 6 can enable and drive progress in most other SDGs; 

equally, the success of SDG 6 will also depend on most other SDGs meeting their targets (UN 

Water, 2018). 

 

The water–energy–food (WEF) nexus constitutes a framework for analyzing the dynamic 

interactions between water, energy, and food systems and developing strategies for 

sustainable development (Liu et al., 2017). It presents opportunities for policy makers, 

business leaders, investors, NGOs, and the public at large to address these three 

interdependent concerns of global security and sustainability (Liu et al., 2017). The 

interlinkages of SDG 6, SDG 7 (energy), and SDG 2 (food) across the 2030 Agenda articulates 

the significance of the WEF nexus. However, several challenges remain for sound 

operationalization of this nexus, due to the lack of systematic tools that could address all the 

synergies and trade-offs involved (Liu et al., 2017). To untangle the WEF nexus, it is crucial 

to develop observation types and essential variables, datasets, software platforms, and tools, 

as well as to identify and model feedbacks among water, energy, and food systems, and 

correspond with all stakeholders (Liu et al., 2017). For instance, in the context of water-

energy nexus, Cai et al. (2016) and Cai et al. (2018) have conducted, for the first time, 

integrated and quantitative spatio-temporal analyses of the impacts of China’s industrial 

transition and urbanization on national indicators for policy-making targets of its water and 

energy security, respectively. It is thus very helpful to tackle the WEF nexus, by experience 

and knowledge learned as well as tools and approaches developed from IWRM (Liu et al., 

2017). 

 

By far, most nexus cases still have a clearly water-centric viewpoint, concentrating on the 

classical water withdrawal aspects of agriculture and coupling these with specific energy 
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sector issues, such as hydropower operation (Varis and Keskinen, 2018). While such water-

centrism can be seen to be natural given increasing water scarcity and the critical role that 

water has for energy and food production, it is likely to be, besides of water quality issues, 

also the single-most challenge for the nexus approach, as its implementation requires 

engagement of the actors from energy and food sectors as well (Keskinen et al., 2016). 
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