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Press release – RIWA-Rijn – Nieuwegein – 16 January 2026

European Commission acknowledges risks of lithium
pollution –
Call for rapid establishment of environmental quality
standard

The European Commission acknowledges the risks of lithium pollution in European
rivers, including the Rhine, and emphasizes the importance of cross-border
cooperation within the Rhine river basin. This is evident from the official response to a
letter from RIWA-Rijn calling for the establishment of a European environmental quality
standard for lithium in surface waters.

RIWA-Rijn, the association of drinking water companies that abstract water from the Rhine,
raised the alarm in September 2025 about the risks of lithium discharges resulting from new
extraction and recycling activities within the EU and the Rhine river basin. The organisation
urged the introduction of a harmonised European environmental quality standard for lithium to
safeguard drinking water sources.

In its response, the European Commission expresses its appreciation for RIWA-Rijn’s input
and underlines the importance of preventing environmental damage in the extraction of critical
raw materials such as lithium. The Commission states that it is closely monitoring the dossier
and will reassess it at the next revision of the European Watch List of substances of concern.
However, the Commission also states that it is particularly important for Member States
themselves to establish environmental quality standards for substances that are discharged in
significant quantities into their water bodies and for which no EU environmental quality
standards exist. These standards should be incorporated into appropriate discharge permits.

“We are pleased that the European Commission recognises the risks of lithium in our rivers,”
says Gerard Stroomberg, Director of RIWA-Rijn. “The Commission underlines our call for the
timely development of an environmental quality standard for lithium in surface waters. A
standard that protects drinking water sources and biodiversity is needed to set safe discharge
levels in permits. When it comes to protecting our drinking water sources, waiting is not an
option.”

RIWA-Rijn calls on the Rhine riparian states to establish an environmental quality standard for
lithium in line with the Water Framework Directive and advocates doing so for the entire Rhine
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as part of cross-border cooperation. In addition, the organisation will continue to actively
supply data and share information on the development of lithium concentrations in the Rhine.

Weblink:
Visit our Water Data Dashboard to view our monitoring data:
https://www.riwa-rijn.org/data-dashboard/

About RIWA-Rijn: In the Netherlands, 5 million people depend on the Rhine for their drinking
water. RIWA-Rijn, the Association of Rhine Water Companies, is a knowledge centre and
advocacy organisation for the affiliated drinking water companies in the Dutch Rhine river
basin. RIWA-Rijn works nationally and internationally to ensure good Rhine water quality so
that clean and healthy drinking water can be produced using natural, simple treatment
methods. RIWA-Rijn develops, collects and disseminates knowledge within the Rhine river
basin and across Europe to achieve this goal. RIWA-Rijn cooperates within the International
Association of Waterworks in the Rhine Catchment Area (IAWR) with 120 drinking water
companies from six Rhine riparian states: Germany, France, Switzerland, Liechtenstein,
Austria and the Netherlands.


