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HYDROPOWER EUROPE hosted a Partner Event about
potential pollution in hydropower during the EU Green Week
2021
On the 8th of June 2021, over 70 of the almost 100 registered attendees joined the experts
in a roundtable discussion on the topic “Hydropower: how to avoid potential pollution
sources and to mitigate environmental impacts by innovative measures and concepts” to
shed light on good practice that should serve as the basic standard for hydropower
deployment.
HYDROPOWER EUROPE organised a Partner Event at the EU Green Week 2021 under the
theme of Zero Pollution to highlight good practice and approaches which help to avoid
terrestrial and aquatic pollution and help to mitigate harmful impacts. By sharing the
interdisciplinary experience, the experts discussed the challenges regarding potential
pollution including environmental as well as social-economic impacts.
Mark Morris from HYDROPOWER EUROPE set the scene with a presentation Hydropower:
from pollution to impact. The keynote speech was delivered by Claire Descourtieux, Head of
the Environment Department at the EDF Hydro Engineering Centre who presented concrete
examples of how to manage potential sources of pollution and potential environmental
impacts during the life cycle of a hydropower plant. The presentation is available here (the
registration is needed).
The roundtable discussion, facilitated by the project coordinator Anton Schleiss, honorary
president of ICOLD and professor emeritus at EPFL, was centralised around the topic of how
innovation can eliminate and/or reduce the sources of pollution and impacts. Short
statements from the experts listed below served as triggering inputs for the discussion:
Thomas Schleker
Besfort Kosova
Gundula Konrad
Raffaele Guerini
Ole G. Dahlhaug
Peter Stettner
Peter Rutschmann
Helmut Habersack

Policy Officer from the DG Research and Innovation
Researcher at Balkan Green Foundation
Regulatory Framework Hydropower at VERBUND
EERA’s Joint Programme Hydropower Manager
Acting Coordinator of EERA’s Joint Programme Hydropower
ETIP Smart Networks for Energy Transition (SNET)
FIT Hydro, Technical University of Munich
University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences
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The outcomes provided a rich source of ideas and suggestions for the HYDROPOWER EUROPE
Forum to consider whilst finalising their main documents, which comprise the Research and
Innovation Agenda and Strategic Industry Roadmap for hydropower in Europe.

Roundtable discussion findings
Hydro as a support to the energy system

The role of hydro should be to provide support to the energy system rather than as a mass
supplier. New projects are required in many countries to mitigate climate change impacts.
Today, large projects are performed according to the highest standards as was also shown
by Claire Descourtieux in her keynote presentation.
Hydro is perceived as without pollution

Hydro is perceived without pollution but with environmental impacts. Due to a lack of
awareness, hydro is perceived as ‘established’, ‘old tech’, not something that is alive,
innovating and evolving. Even though advanced techniques and innovative designs are often
implemented in new hydropower projects, the results and success stories of these new
projects are not communicated enough. For instance, ecological design is implemented in
green field or refurbishing projects, to properly anticipate the potential environmental and
social impacts early in the project design stage, avoid or minimize them and, when
necessary, compensate them. Circularity and sustainability have been implemented thanks
to refined methodologies (Strategic Environment Assessment, UN Guides, CBI’s criteria, EU
taxonomy, HSAP, IHA protocol, ESG tools,…) including lifetime cycle analyses.
Law and regulation enforcement is needed

In the Balkans, a mixture of a failure with law and regulation enforcement with the cause of
the damage is reported for hydro. In many countries, small hydropower projects don’t need
rigorous environmental impact assessments and the limit for such is often set at 10 MW
which represents projects which already have a high potential impact. The limit for
implementing environmental impact assessments should be much lower - for example, at 3
MW or even 1 MW if there is significant flow diversion. This should be a standard set for and
demanded by all EU member countries (i.e. also when supporting renewable energy
development in countries like the Balkans).
R&I on impact issues

Even though there seem to be a lot of R&I actions focusing on impact issues with hydro, it is
unclear how effective these solutions are nor how aware of these solutions people are. Only
R&I which finds its way into practice is successful. R&I solutions arise best from crossdisciplinary interaction. Amongst other solutions the innovative shaft hydropower plant was
presented, which is a very low impact small hydro solution for low grade rivers. Watch here.
Poll on specific questions
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At the end of the roundtable discussion the participants responded to a poll with the
following questions (1 Not at all - 10 very much):
• Do you think that hydropower is really polluting? Av Score 2.6
• Do you consider the environmental impact of hydropower as pollution? Av Score
3.3
• Do you think that the potential pollution during construction of a hydropower plant
can be limited to negligible minimum by implementing strict mitigation measures?
Av Score 8.0
• Do you think that hydropower is more polluting than other forms of renewable
energy? Av Score 2.1
With the final question the attendees were asked “Are you satisfied with the outcome of
the workshop and the discussion?” which was answered with a satisfying average score
of 8.2.
In the concluding remarks remarks Anton Schleiss highlighted that hydro power fullfills all
the conditions to be a catalyst for a successful energy transition in Europe as stated in the
vision of the Hydropower Europe Forum. According to the Cambridge Dictionnary, a catalyst
is described as “A condition that is the cause of an important change”. Having still the
highest share in renewable energy supply, and with its strorage and flexibility capacity,
hydropower can be without doubt a catalyst. Also according to the Cambridge Dictionnary
“A catalyst is also a substance that causes or speeds up a chemical reaction without being
changed”. This definition from a chemical point of view is not not really true for hydropower
since to be a catalyst hydropower has to change, namely to become more flexible and more
environmentally friendly in order to be sustainable. Finally, Anton Schleiss also compared
hydropower to a catalytic convertor (as used in cars) which can absorb polluting pollution
compared to alternatives, for example when it comes to the storage of electricity, due to its
very low green house gas emissions per kWh generation as also highlighted in the
presentation by Claire Descourtieux where she gave an example of life cycle analysis.
After supporting the global supply of electricity and water for the last century with clean
and renewable energy, hydropower moves to support the development of an increasing
share of renewable but variable energy supplies, through environmental innovations.
For more information, the recording of the event is available here.

About HYDROPOWER EUROPE
The HYDROPOWER EUROPE (HPE) project is built on the ambition to achieve a Research and
Innovation Agenda (RIA) and a Strategic Industry Roadmap (SIR) for the hydropower sector,
based on the synthesis of technical fora and transparent public debates through a forum that
gathers all relevant stakeholders of the hydropower sector in Europe.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE CONTACT
Diana Prsancova
HYDROPOWER EUROPE communication
E • info@hydropower-europe.eu
T • +32 2 513 81 22
W• hydropower-europe.eu
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