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In the past century, the temperature in some areas of Europe has increased two percent, said Martin Beniston, Director of the Institute for Environmental Sciences at the University of Geneva, Switzerland.  The average annual rainfall may be the same, but there is a seasonal shift resulting in more winter precipitation and less summer precipitation.  

Snow and ice in the Swiss Alps – Europe’s water tower – are dominant elements for runoff characteristics in numerous catchments on the continent, he added.  Shifts in temperature and precipitation regimes could significantly modify the behavior of the mountain snow pack, thus changing the seasonal character of runoff and the timing of the peak flow.   Beniston noted that the changing water amount would have numerous impacts, including tourism, energy, agriculture, mining and natural hazards.

EU and Swiss research initiatives on climate change and water include the EU Framework 7 (ACQWA) Project, which is coordinated by the University of Geneva, he explained. The project runs from 2008 to 2013 with 37 partners and funding of US $9.5 million.  An integrated monitoring system will help refine the project’s conclusions.  If the information can help predict water shortfalls in advance, it may help to reduce conflicts, Beniston concluded.

