
climate change and the risk to your business:

adaptation, innovation and resilience



the climate change risk

Climate change will have significant implications for industrial 
businesses and their water processes. This guide will help you to 
assess the risks to your utility assets, identify vulnerabilities and plan 
for resilience. 

The Earth’s climate is changing. The last 30 years have been the warmest period in the 
Northern Hemisphere for at least 1,400 years1 . In the UK, average temperatures have 
risen by 1°C since the 1970s2. With consensus among scientists that these changes are 
closely linked to emissions of Carbon Dioxide and other greenhouse gases, the future 
direction of this trend may depend on humanity’s response. The 2015 Paris Agreement 
commits global governments to actions that should keep global temperature increases 
“well below” 2°C this century3, but the world must overcome significant political, 
economic and technological challenges to achieve this goal.

Water and climate change are inextricably linked. The receding polar ice caps have 
already raised global mean seal levels by 19cm since the beginning of the 20th 
century4. A warmer atmosphere is linked to an increase in the frequency of extreme 
weather events, from droughts to intense rainfall and flooding. London’s Thames 
Barrier, originally designed to be closed two or three times a year, was operated 50 
times between September 2013 and April 2014. 

Water at the front line
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the effect of climate change on water

The effects of climate and weather pattern changes on 
industrial and business operations are real, diverse and 
costly in their impact. Companies in many regions of the 
UK have already experienced them, for example through 
the increase in the frequency and severity of flooding in 
recent winters. The impact of such events is very obvious, 
including damage to facilities, disrupted production and 
delayed supply chains. Other effects will be subtler, but 
no less significant.

Water supplies are likely to become more costly, 
unpredictable and variable in quality. Rising sea levels 
may drive increased salinity in groundwater close to 
the coast. Changes in the water table may affect the 
supply of water from wells and boreholes, and the cost 
and availability of extraction permits. Rainfall variations 
may drive increases in the variability and volatility of the 
chemical and biological composition of water, affecting 
the cost and complexity of treatment and the efficiency of 
industrial processes.

Wastewater treatment facilities will be affected too. 
To reduce pumping costs, effluent treatment plants 
are often installed in low-lying areas, making them 

particularly susceptible to damage and disruption 
from flooding. An increase in the intensity of rainfall 
will increase peak demand on drainage and treatment 
equipment, raising the risk of environmental excursions 
and groundwater contamination.  

Rising temperatures will increase insect populations 
and the potential from problems with biological blooms 
and sludge odours. It may become more difficult to gain 
permission to use current disposal routes for biological 
wastes, like land spreading.

Climate change also presents risks to parts of the value 
chain outside an organisation’s direct control. Flooding 
and weather pattern changes may affect the cost of 
electricity or the availability of gas, for example. Inputs 
sourced from suppliers elsewhere in the world may be 
affected by short-term weather events and long term 
shifts in climate patterns.

Although in some regions there has been an abundance 
of precipitation, others have been effected by drought. 
Water source is a real concern for industry and should be 
considered before any remediation work, expansion plans 
or new facilities are built. This is particularly important 
where industries utilise a local water source such as a 
river, canal or borehole.

Implications for industry



improve your business’ resilience

Every organisation has a part to play in the battle against 
climate change, but they also have a responsibility to 
protect themselves against its impacts. That calls for a 
considered and coordinated approach:

•   Understand your current water and wastewater 
treatment demand, and the capabilities of  
your equipment

•   Assess the risks posed to your processes by  
climate-related changes

•   Identify appropriate, cost effective strategies to 
manage and mitigate those risks

•   Implement, monitor and maintain risk  
mitigation actions

The actions available to companies seeking to improve 
the resilience of their processes to climate-related risks 
are as varied as the processes themselves. There are 
some key areas of focus, however:

Reduce demand. Processes that use less water and 
produce less wastewater are the basis of good economic 

and environmental practice. This may require a change 
in behaviours – and capturing value by identifying areas 
where efficiencies can be gained.  Actions to reduce 
water demand include education, optimal operation of 
equipment, investment in technologies that offer higher 
efficiencies and the reuse of waste streams as inputs into 
other processes such as clean in place.

Protect critical equipment. Where it is technically 
unfeasible or uneconomic to install full flood defences, 
the resilience of water and wastewater treatment sites 
can be improved through relatively simple measures, 
like raising critical pumps and control equipment off the 
ground to prevent damage in a flooding event.

Develop alternative sources of supply. The effect of 
supply shortages or quality issues can be mitigated 
through the availability of alternatives. Boreholes, 
canals, rivers, rainwater harvesting, neighbouring sites 
and even effluent streams from other processes can all 
provide suitable input water with appropriate treatment. 
However, the long term viability of any alternative water 
supply needs to be fully assessed

Increase capacity flexibility. Changes in volume or 
quality can dramatically affect the demand on water and 
wastewater treatment equipment. With the increasing 

Managing the water risks

Mitigation strategies
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frequency of exceptional events, sizing equipment 
to meet the full range of likely demand is becoming 
increasingly costly. Permanent or temporary storage 
facilities can aid the management of transient demand 
peaks. The development of modular, containerised water 
treatment equipment also offers a fast and cost effective 
way to increase the capacity or capability of water 
treatment plant. With suitable pipework and installation 
locations in place, such equipment can be brought on 
site quickly by service providers incurring costs to the 
company only when it is required.

Climate change is already affecting industrial water 
and wastewater processes. It is likely that those 
effects will increase further in the coming decades. 
Appropriate contingency planning and the development 
of risk management strategies, utilising the expertise 
of partners such as SUEZ, should be part of business 
continuity planning for every organisation. Since the 
future effects of climate change remain uncertain, 
that activity should be viewed as an on-going process, 
with companies continually revaluating their risks and 
vulnerabilities and modifying their response accordingly.  

Since the future effects of 
climate change remain uncertain, 
contingency planning should be 
viewed as an on-going process

contingency planning


