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Climate change is identified as a 

driving force increasing the 

number of DRNs through its 

influence on rainfall. Potential 

evapotranspiration is also 

increasing worldwide as a 

consequence of rising surface 

temperatures and surface water 

vapour deficit. Changes in 

climate and land use are leading 

to higher aridity and more 

droughts around Europe, which 

is also exacerbating water 

abstraction. 

Ecological and social values of DRNs 

have often been underestimated, as 

they are considered to be as second-

class rivers and streams compared to 

permanent rivers. DRNs should be 

adopted as water bodies according to 

the WFD rules, and appropriate 

measures should be applied to reach a 

good ecological status. 

Challenges of drying river networks’ management
Drying River Networks (DRNs) are becoming increasingly common due to climate change 

effects and increasing human pressures. This situation is a growing concern among water 

managers who need effective tools to deal with it. However, the data available on non-

perennial flow regimes and the associated biodiversity are currently scarce. 

Relevance of DRNs in European River Basin Districts (RBD) 

There is no ”official” data on DRNs in European Water Management Plans. Nevertheless, 

some countries have started to set diferent types of rivers regarding flow variability or even 

considering DRNs as new types of river water bodies. For instance,  Czech Republic has 

established that 31% of rivers present a high risk of drying up and 23% a moderate risk. 

Spain, has stated that more than 60% of its water bodies are highly seasonal or even 

ephemeral regarding water flow. However, monitoring and management of water bodies in 

European Water Management Plans have mainly focused on larger and perennial rivers, 

which has led to ignore a large number of DRNs. Moreover, more and more river networks are drying up as a result of climate 

and global change. Therefore, DRNs need to be identified, and appropriate tools are required to manage them effectively. 

What kind of DRN do we have? 

The European Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC) provides two systems for establishing river types (systems A or B in 

Annex II), which have been officially used by European water authorities to set national river types. The classification of rivers 

into different typologies is an important step in river management, It is therefore vital for the establishment of reference 

(natural) conditions, which may differ from one type of river to another. However, essential hydrological variables of DRNs have 

not been properly used to establish DRNs. 

 

 

What are the main challenges facing Water authorities?  
1. Ecological status assessment: Biological, chemical and hydromorphological indices and thresholds defined by the WFD 

have mainly been set for perennial rivers. Nevertheless, DRNs are becoming more and more common. Therefore, water 

managers need additional tools and indices to properly assess their ecological status to manage them adequately. 

Appropriate metrics to define and monitor their ecological status are largely lacking. 

2. Raising public awareness: An important issue that needs to be solved in order to better manage DRNs is to raise social 

awareness and highlight the values that DRNs provide in terms of ecosystem services for societies. People need to 

perceive the importance of DRNs in order to preserve and restore them. 

3. Suitable restoration tools: Meaningful monitoring of DRNs and assessment of their ecological status should lead to 

appropriate restoration measures and nature-based solutions for designated DRNs. 
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