
The EAU&3E research project 

The durability of water services in big metropolises 
 

The unexpected recent decrease of potable water consumption in many cities in developed 

countries, takes place at the very moment when the European Union urges member States to 

improve environmental and public health performances, but also to get beneficiaries of the services 

pay closer to full cost recovery. These combined factors create a new uncertainty and complexity for 

public services. 

 

Our EAU& 3 E project, funded by the French Research Agency, brings together  6 teams with good 

experience on some of the dimensions of water services sustainability, plus the mixed economy 

company Eau de Paris, which is directly concerned with this research theme: in the 20 

arrondissements, water consumption went down by 25% in 15 years, without any large water 

conservation campaign being done; as a consequence, the Mayor had to increase the water price, 

even though he had earlier promised to reduce it! Worse, one of the drinking water plants will be 

closed down, if the city can bargain with farmers around the distant sources and compensate a less 

polluting agriculture; new systems of tele-metering will help understand better what are the causes 

of the recent evolution etc… 

 

Our ambition is to try to go beyond the critical description of  the various intertwined phenomena to 

propose a global future outlook : are our water services sustainable, even in the heart of Europe? 

 

The project starts with a one year investigation and reflection phase on existing approaches to 

answer this question, chiefly in Europe, Australia and North America , including the pooling of 

available bibliographies. This also gives time to recruit the non permanent personnel, like PhDs and 

post docs.  

 

Then during 2 years, 4 thematic and 2 geographical work packages will be undertaken. The 4 themes 

correspond to the three dimensions of sustainable development (economics, environment, 

ethics/equity) plus the institutional dimension (multi-level governance needs).  

o Economic sustainability: Evolution of water consumptions and interaction with tariff systems 

in the budgets’ balance;  

o Social sustainability: support to vulnerable social sectors facing higher water bills: lower the 

bills or support incomes; 

o Environmental sustainability: long term management of the infrastructure and assets with 

eventual partial replacement with alternative technologies; 

o Governance: new institutional set up to achieve a better matching of functional and political 

territories, and good levels for citizen participation. 

 

Both geographical tasks cover other cities than Paris, like Bordeaux and Nantes, which are already 

studied by partner teams in terms of sustainability, and cities with rapid peri-urban growth 

(Montpellier and Perpignan). In Bordeaux, the issue is to better protect the deep aquifer from 

overdraft, which calls for new forms of co-operative agreements between utility, industry and 

irrigation, and for residential water conservation. But Paris Water is a direct partner in the project. 

 

In the fourth year, the last part of the project will consist in pooling the results of the previous 

phases into a futures and participative workshop, as well as setting up an international conference to 

discuss our results with our European and American partners.  
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