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Concerning leadership on climate change for water, Trevor Bishop, Director of Water Resources Policy for the UK Environment Agency posed the question: “Who leads who?”  In managing uncertainty, it is essential to change hearts and minds, working with both government and stakeholders, he said.

The UK has made political progress on climate change through its Climate Change Act and Committee on Climate Change (with its Adaptation Subcommittee).  The legislation requires the government to report to Parliament on risks and interventions and grants powers to require public bodies and statutory undertakers to assess and act.  There are also legally binding emissions targets and reportable five-year budgets.

Early efforts at adaptation involved integrating climate change within the water planning process, Bishop said.  Future progress will involve managing the security of supply by achieving clear, consistent and widely endorsed adaptation behaviors, including managed demand, mixed portfolios, and incremental and flexible management options.

Planning to reduce water demands was a key adaptive response and links were built with the evidence base, Bishop said.  Noting that the evidence has no probability assigned, he said that next steps will be to deal with the challenge this presents.  It will be important to carefully communicate the science developed through newer models and to manage the uncertainty message in order to avoid losing credibility.  

Adaption must look beyond water and be part of a wider solution – linkages must be created with carbon, energy security, food security, economic sustainability, affordability and the social agenda, he added.  Environmentalists must realistically ask themselves: when does a sustainable environment become unsustainable?  As the impacts of climate change are revealed, the environments they have worked to protect and conserve may become unsustainable under future climates, Bishop said. 

