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Outline and Structure of the Presentation
What is the problem?
- why is there a need for common guidelines on 
the use of small hydropower? E
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The platform and the mandate
- who gave the mandate?
- who is the Platform ?
- what is the goal and the scope?

What are the results?
- what are the deliverables?
- what are the common guidelines?
- what is actually recommended?
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PLATFORM “WATER MANAGEMENT IN THE ALPS”

COMMON GUIDELINES FOR THE USE OF SMALL HYDROPOWER 
IN THE ALPINE REGION
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Increasing the 
production of 

renewable energy 
from hydropower 

generation

High hydroelectric 
potential

National goals for 
renewable energy

Minimizing the 
impairment of the 

aquatic ecosystem and 
landscape

Important value of 
ecosystems and landscape

Rarity of remaining 
unexploited rivers

How to strike a balance (optimisation task) between 
these two objectives?

Good reasons and need 
for achievement of both 

objectives!

Conflict of Interests
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� increase % of energy from 
renewable sources 

� target figures for 2020

National level (MS):
� targets & strategy
� e.g. targets for HP

RES-e
European Renewable 

Energy Directive

� good ecological status of 
water bodies

� no deterioration of status

EU-WFD
European Water   

Framework Directive

analogous 

goals in

EnG
Federal Energy Act

Federal Water 
Conservation Act

At EU Level
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Schemes in place for the promotion of small hydropower plants (SHP)
(e.g. feed-in-tariffs)

“BOOM” of applications for new SHP

Renewable Energy Water protection
Conflict of Interests

becomes evident

need for the competent authorities to deal with 
and have guidance for the optimization job

IT‘S TIME TO ACT!

Mandate to the Platform Water Management in the Alp s
to provide such guidance
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PLATFORM “WATER MANAGEMENT IN THE ALPS”

COMMON GUIDELINES FOR THE USE OF SMALL HYDROPOWER 
IN THE ALPINE REGION
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Ministerial mandate for Platform Water Management i n the Alps
Development of recommendations for the sustainable and balanced use of hydropower in the 
Alpine area, taking carefully into account existing legislation. In doing so, special consideration 
has to be paid to economic and ecological efficiency criteria in particular in connection with the 

use of small hydropower.

Ministerial decision on Climate Action Plan
To set up guidance documents for the construction, optimization or refurbishment of small 

hydropower plants, in order to lessen the impact on the aquatic biocenosis and biodiversity.

,,,���-������������������
.���
	����*����!���������+

Resolution of “ARGE ALP” on Energy Policy
Promotion of SHP through information on the possibilities and by identification of suitable sites, 

taking into account the particular ecological sensitivity of Alpine area.
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� deals with water-related issues and challenges relevant in the Alpine perimeter
� Aims at an exchange of experiences, best practices and examples

Representatives from the 
member countries

(national administrations)

representatives from the 
official observers of the 

Alpine Convention

further 
relevant stakeholders

from both, the use and the 
conservation side

MEMBERS

According to the working 
program 2009-2011:
Aims at the elaboration of 
common recommendations 
on small hydropower

Presidency 2009-2011
jointly 

Austria & Switzerland



Martin Pfaundler
Swiss Federal Office for the Environment

����������	���
��

 �� ������������������������

������
���������� �!��"��#$#

.������-����%��

E
xp

lo
it

ProtectPolitics

Media

T
he

P
ublic

Stake
hooder

groups

Climate
goals

To provide general guidance for 

���� the identification of potential favorable locations  for SHP plants and 
���� the subsequent authorization decision 

considering the principles of sustainable developme nt in the Alps

Conflict of interests
Energy ������ �� Water Protection

Keep in mind…
� other water uses may be 

relevant as well
� need to be considered as 

boundary conditions
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PLATFORM “WATER MANAGEMENT IN THE ALPS”

COMMON GUIDELINES FOR THE USE OF SMALL HYDROPOWER 
IN THE ALPINE REGION
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What recommendations do the guidelines actually contain
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Common guidelines

��!!������-�������1 ���������-������

As (common Alpine-wide) guidelines they are recommendations
endorsed by the Alpine Conference but not legally binding
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Infrastructure related 

Small Hydropower Plants

Infrastructure related hydropower plants, 
exploiting only the water that is already used 
by the primary goal of the infrastructure, are 
in general not additionally affecting aquatic 

ecosystems and are economically favorable. 

Thus, from an environmental point of view, 
such multipurpose SHP is in general 

considered appropriate and desirable .

Off-grid Small 
Hydropower Plants

In the weighing of interests, 
the purpose of the SHP needs to be given 
due consideration : In particular providing 
electric auto-supply , where the connection 

to the public grid would lead to 
disproportionate costs and no better 

environmental options are given, constitutes 
a strong argument in favor of building SHP 

in such remote individual locations (e.g. 
Alpine huts, remote farming, etc.)
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Refurbishment, reopening

Refurbishment of existing 
operating plants and 

reopening of disused plants
in order to optimize the 

production of hydropower and 
minimizing the ecological 

impacts should be generally 
promoted and prioritized .
However there should be a 
periodical examination if 

further mitigation of negative 
impacts and compliance with 

existing environmental 
legislation can be achieved by 

the application of best 
practice without entailing 
disproportionate costs .  

Renewal of 
concessions or licenses

can generally be 
considered appropriate in 
case it complies with the 
existing environmental 
legislation . Nevertheless 
the ecological potential of 

the site should be 
considered and 

concessions or licenses
should be limited in time , 
being as short as possible 
without compromising 

the investment . 

Renewal of concession

Ecological upgrading of 
existing operating plants in 
order to mitigate the impacts 
on the ecological status and 

on landscape should be 
generally promoted by 
means of incentives in 

order to accelerate fulfillment 
of legal requirements earlier 
or even to go beyond these 

minimal requirements

Ecological
upgrading
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Next to the „where“ there is also the how question:
if new SHP-facilities are being built, all practical steps have to be taken
to mitigate the adverse impacts on the environment and the landscape

At the core of the optimisation task lies the following question:
where are the favorable locations to increase HP production

in line with national RES-e targets?

The search for the most favorable locations takes
necessarily place on a regional level

favorable are locations that exhibit
on the one hand a high hydro-electric potential and

have on the other hand a relatively low ecological and landscape value

'��-�������"���	�����������������-����������$
$5-��6��������������5����"�$��������
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Technical solutions - “HOW”Favorable locations - “WHERE”

Transparent, structured and criteria based procedur e, 
combining two levels:

REGIONAL LEVEL (Where)

Development of a “regional strategy”, 
classifying the potential appropriateness 

of water bodies for hydropower use
Independently from individual application

� Hydroelectric potential
� Ecological and landscape value

from
general
to detail

LOCAL LEVEL (How)

Project specific evaluation of the local 
situation and the individual application 

by weighing all pros and cons

� Evaluation of the regional level
� Installation and site specific criteria
� Further socio-economic aspects

The common guidelines then provide guidance for this two-level procedure,
also suggesting a pool of common alpine-wide criteria for that task 
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Considered criteria :

• Theoretical hydro-
electric potential

• Ecologic and land-
scape value of the
river stretches 

� Areas under special 
protection

Development of a
regional strategy

(regional pre-planning)
Transparent evaluation and 
classification of the potential 

appropriateness of river 
stretches for hydropower use 

AT THIS LEVEL:
Only location specific

���� No installation 
specific criteria 

considered

SHPs possible
only in exceptional cases

(e.g. auto supply) 

additional aspects and in-depth 
assessment weighing all 

relevant criteria indispensable 

next to complying with legal 
environmental standards, 
possibly further or stricter 

requirements may be necessary

No hydro-electrical 
exploitation possible 

since protected 
areas where SHPs

are forbidden by law

complying with the legal 
environmental (and 
other) standards, 

construction of SHPs in 
general possible

EXCLUSION

hydro-electrical 
exploitation forbidden

by law

NON-FAVORABLE

for 
hydro-electrical exploitation. 

Strong interest for 
conservation

LESS-FAVORABLE

for
hydro-electrical exploitation

FAVORABLE

for
hydro-electrical 

exploitation

SHPs possible
only in exceptional cases

(e.g. auto supply) 

additional aspects and in-depth 
assessment weighing all 

relevant criteria indispensable 

next to complying with legal 
environmental standards, 
possibly further or stricter 

requirements may be necessary

No hydro-electrical 
exploitation possible 

since protected 
areas where SHPs

are forbidden by law

complying with the legal 
environmental (and 
other) standards, 

construction of SHPs in 
general possible

EXCLUSION

hydro-electrical 
exploitation forbidden

by law

NON-FAVORABLE

for 
hydro-electrical exploitation. 

Strong interest for 
conservation

LESS-FAVORABLE

for
hydro-electrical exploitation

FAVORABLE

for
hydro-electrical 

exploitation
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Results (classification of river stretches) can be visualized with maps,
serving as “communication tool” (e.g. to potential investors)

Example of the 
Canton of Bern
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Regional / strategic approach with identification of suitable areas, endorsed by:

� EC Communication on the support of electricity from renewable energy sources 
� Note of the EU Water Directors on “Hydropower development under the WFD”
� Policy Paper from 2007 on “WFD and hydro-morphological pressures”
� SHERPA Project (Small Hydro Energy Efficient Promotion Campaign Action)

� � �� ��1��!��%��'���-� 0��������� �����1�,�����&! � ��
��'� �� ������!#��� !�%�� �,��� �%������
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Possible ways on how to integrate the 
elaborated results of the strategic 

planning in existing national / regional 
instruments shall be examined.

� in order to get a binding character 
� effective and transparent decision making 

instrument which can also be used for 
communication purposes

As part of the regional strategy:
the designation of areas deliberately 

kept free from any exploitation , 
avoiding irreversible impacts, 

should be considered, 

based on a broad participation of relevant 
stakeholders.

Being a prerequisite for the local 
assessment and decision about the 

application:
� regional strategy / planning should be 

carried out as soon as possible .

Participative Procedure
The development of the regional strategy is a 
process triggered by the competent authority. 
In order to ensure transparency and to find 
a solution that takes account of the different 
interests at stake, relevant stakeholders ’

views must be adequately involved
by means of a participative procedure.
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APPLICATION FOR SHP PROJECT
at a certain location

NEED TO TAKE A DECISION

REGIONAL REGIONAL 
STRATEGYSTRATEGY

Hydroelectric 
potential

Ecological and 
Landscape value

SITE- AND 
INSTALLATION 

SPECIFIC DECISION

Decision on 
authorization

(including specific 
requirements)

LOCAL IN-DEPTH ASSESSMENT OF 
THE CONCRETE PROJECT 

APPLICATION

For individual applications only
Considering all sustainability dimensions
Holistic weighing of all relevant criteria 

� Evaluation at regional level +
� Installation specific criteria
� Further socio-economic aspects 

including impacts on other sectors. 

The authorization is 
not just about judging 
if projects should be 

allowed in certain 
areas or not but also 
about the way how 
projects should be 

realized.

Pre-planning at 
regional level

General information 
on appropriateness  

of a location

no project specific 
aspects
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Clear commitment to respect both main objectives (use and protection)

� no unilateral maximisation but optimisation! 
��� � means restrictions and limitations for both sides !

Approach for the development and promotion of (S)HP  
to reach the targets for renewable energy in a smar t way

� 2 levels procedure for a “controlled” increase of production: from general to detail
� smart and transparent “use-and-protection pre-planning” on a regional scale

� optimisation task carried out both, at regional and local level

Being a pre-requisite for the local assessment and decision about authorization
of an individual project, the establishment of the regional strategy

should be carried out as soon as possible

Strategic planning provides „regional maps“showing the appropriateness
of river stretches for hydropower use

relevant (environmental) legal framework is translate d into information to the potential 
investor about the chances for building a SHP at a certain place

The actual decision on authorization of application on local level , based on the regional 
strategy and grounded on a project and site-specific assessment
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Common Guidelines: Transparent approach for the who le Alpine area 

� Endorsed by the Alpine Conference, but not legally binding
� Potential to back up regional planning authorities and to concretize the principles 

of integrated water resources management. 
� Provide assistance for the public authorities in their optimization tasks
� Give support to potential applicants by making the decision process transparent 

Outlook

� taking the feedback from Sondrio and Venice on board
� discussion in next Platform Meeting
� finalisation of report
� translation in all Alpine Convention languages
� official approval at the next Ministerial Alpine Conference, March 2011, Slovenia 
� publication and made available under www.alpconv.org
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