
Water Resources and the Environment

Are we fit for 2050?

Dr Nathan Richardson (RSPB/Blueprint for Water) 
(nathan.richardson@rspb.org.uk)

CIWEM, London, 5th December 2018

mailto:nathan.richardson@rspb.org.uk




Are we fit for 2050?



Change in abundance of UK Priority SpeciesChange in condition of UK habitats of EU importance 

More than 50% UK freshwater and wetland species are in decline 

Change in WFD ComplianceChange in abundance of water & wetland birds

Failing the current challenge



1 in 7 of the UKs freshwater species are threatened 
by extinction (SoN, 2016)



Surface Waters - England Groundwaters - England

• By 2027 – the EA estimate we will be down to around 5% of surface waters unsustainably 
abstracted and 15% of groundwaters unsustainable abstracted

Restoring Sustainable Abstraction
• Over 270 abstraction licences have been revoked or amended since 

2008. 30 billion litres a year of damaging abstraction stopped



Things are likely to be much, much worse by 2050



The 2018 “dry weather incident” –
a taste of things to come?



Things are likely to be much, much worse by 2050

2024 
Baseline

2060 
Baseline

River Glen 0 31
River Slea 0 24

River Nar SSSI 13 26
River Rhee 0 34
River Colne 61 75
River Gade 80 91

River Waithe 14 32
River Wensum SAC 0 6

% non compliance with the evolved WRE 
EFI at the worst point in the hydrograph

In all future scenarios we 
cannot meet future demand 
and meet the environmental 
needs. 

In nearly all rivers the extent 
of failure gets significantly 
worse



Getting fit for 2050

1. Ensuring the abstraction management system is fit for the 
future   

2. Getting more joined-up in our water resource planning

3. Investing in the environment to improve water sector 
resilience



1. Ensuring the abstraction management system is 
fit for the future

EFI is a useful screening 
trigger but :

• Based on past flows

• More hydrological 
than hydro-ecological

• Expert opinion not 
modelled 
relationships

• Difficult to tailor it 
locally

• Hard to use 
predictively



1. Ensuring the abstraction management system 
is fit for the future

We need better tools 
That enable us to relate 
different future flow + 
morphology + abstraction 
scenarios to likely ecological 
response – DRIEDUP?

WIREs Water 2014, 1:207–217. doi: 10.1002/wat2.1012



2. Getting more joined in our water resources planning
• Need a much clearer line of sight from national to regional and company scale wrt

need/options – the plans just didn’t join up! Not sure we ended up with the right options.

• Need stronger linkages to the challenges and needs of other sectors (agriculture, energy, 
environment) – ensure multiple benefits aren’t missed

• Address disconnect between water resources and water quality management 



The emerging National 
Framework will help……

…….but….

we need the National 
Framework and the 
Regional Water Resource 
Planning Groups to consider 
future environmental needs 
as well as water supply 
needs



Low Water Sector Resilience
- pollution incidents, CSOs
- drought permits
- sewer flooding

Low Environmental Resilience 
- risks to drinking water resources
- restrictions on abstraction
- increased flood risk 

Water Sector 
Resilience

Environmental 
Resilience

3. Investing in the environment to improve water sector 
resilience





“Addressing morphological degradation is a widely 
accepted approach in adapting to climate change to 
help protect our rivers from extreme events including 
drought (Henriques et al., 2015; Orr et al., 2015), 
increase ecological resilience (Dunbar et al., 2010a, 
2010b; Dokulil, 2016) and protect ecosystem services 
(Zalewski, 2014)”.

WIREs Water 2014, 1:207–217. doi: 10.1002/wat2.1012



Conclusions
Context

Economic 
Impacts

Changes in 
farm 

management

Environmental 
Impacts

Wider 
challenge

• We aren’t fit for 2050; we are struggling with current challenges. 
But we know that the 2050 challenge is significant and shared 
beyond the water sector

• We need a much clearer view on what the future water challenge looks like for 
our environment, as well as for other sectors 

• We need to embed this understanding into our forward planning on water -
abstraction management, water supply and demand management

• Then we can explore solutions that can deliver multiple benefits across 
sectors…..including investing in improving ecosystem resilience to improve the 
resilience of the water sector



Thanks for listening nathan.richardson@rspb.org.uk
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