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1. There is ample evidence that we have to adapt to the water-related effects of climate change

Ladies and Gentlemen,

There is overwhelming evidence that climate change is a problem we have to tackle urgently. The Stern report gave very clear warnings about the need for action. Reassuringly, however, it stated that effective action is still possible and that it is affordable - indeed, not only affordable, but a lot cheaper now than if we wait until later. As you know, Europe is taking action here at home and is calling for ambitious international action – and we will continue to do so until the rest of the world follows suit. But even if there is a rapid and worldwide commitment to take radical action to limit climate change, we can still expect some severe economic, environmental and social consequences in the short and medium term, until we have succeeded in de-carbonising the world economy. One major impact will be changes in the water cycle, and these in turn will seriously affect agriculture, industry and many other sectors. So we must not only identify the emerging problems as precisely as we can, but also define the most effective remedial action, and discuss and agree on who should carry it out.

On 10 January, the Commission called upon the Council and the European Parliament to take the lead for a reduction of developed country greenhouse gas emissions of 30% by 2020. The EU should, in any event, commit itself to a 20% reduction, even if others did not follow suit. Discussions in the Council are moving in a positive direction, with very strong support from the German Presidency. And only two weeks ago there was also the report by the IPCC Working Group. This again confirmed that the climate is indeed changing and that human activities have caused most of the change. I was struck by one very significant conclusion. In the last century global average temperature have already increased by 0.74 degrees, and they are likely to rise by a further 1.8-4.0°C by the end of this century. 

A warmer atmosphere can contain more water vapour, so warming intensifies the global water cycle. This might effect precipitation considerably in some countries, such as Northern Europe that will receive much more rain while Southern Europe will increasingly suffer from droughts. In general we can expect rainfall and storms to become more frequent and more severe.  

Warming will also cause the thawing of glaciers, ice sheets, sea ice, and snow cover, affecting for example Greenland’s ice. This will lead to a rise in sea levels. The Alps and other mountain regions are particularly vulnerable due to the melting of snow and glaciers. As warming in the Alps is twice the world average, more precipitation will take the form of rain instead of snow and runoff patterns will change drastically. This will bring winter floods and summer droughts. Risks of erosion and landslides will increase. Impacts will also be felt further downstream.  Major negative consequences will be felt not only in the tourism industry but also for the production of hydro-electricity.
Since 1998, Europe has suffered more than 100 major floods, causing extensive damage. We can all still remember the catastrophic floods along the Danube and the Elbe in the summer of 2002. We expect the intensity and frequency of such floods to increase considerably in the future. Meanwhile one third of Europe's population live within 50 km of a coast, and for many of them rising sea levels will start to cause real problems. Coastal zones will suffer from salt water intrusion. And other parts of the world will be even harder hit. Whole cities will be flooded. Islands will disappear. 

Ironically, alongside the increased flooding and sea level rise, we in the European Union can expect severe water shortages, including in Southern and Eastern Europe. In Mediterranean river basins in particular, there is likely to be less water available, which will inevitably increase water stress. Each year since 1990 the average land area and population affected by droughts has doubled. Water scarcity is a problem that affects at least 14 Member States and around 100 million inhabitants in 26 river basin districts throughout Europe. 

So it is clear that climate change will have a very significant impact on the water cycle. And this in turn will severely affect our soils and indeed all our ecosystems. It will have an enormous impact on biodiversity, particularly marine biodiversity. So it is important that any discussion of adaptation should focus on the European Water Dimension. The trends I have just described make it urgent to start taking action now on those problems that can be clearly identified. And on those issues where the picture is still uncertain, we need to prepare medium- and long-term plans which can be adjusted as the modelling exercises become more precise. These efforts need to be defined and agreed at European level since almost 80% of our river basin districts are international and the EU is bordered by marine waters on almost all sides. 

As an example of adaptation, one of the central themes of the climate and energy package adopted by the Commission on 10 January is to tackle the energy problem by first making an effort to use our energy more efficiently. This will be put into effect by an impressive series of individual pieces of legislation, ranging from the reduction of CO2 emissions by cars, through the gradual de-carbonisation of the power sector including a strong push for 20% renewables by 2020, to the adoption of product and use specific legislation to increase the energy efficiency of the goods that we consume and the house in which we live. What we aim to do is to accomplish over the next two years this Herculean task, similar to the completion of the internal market. In the same way, with water policy, one crucial way of adapting is to start by using the water still available more efficiently, before we turn our attention to other measures. 

Fortunately, we are not starting from scratch. The EU already has some powerful instruments available on water policy, chief of which is the Water Framework Directive. This Directive provides for the management of water over whole river basins. This ensures the availability of good quality surface and ground water in sufficient quantities. Other Directives currently being negotiated are the Floods Directive and the Marine Strategy Directive. Once adopted, they will enable us to deal with pressures from climate change related to the marine environment and floods throughout the whole EU. We are also preparing our analysis and proposals on adaptation to the impacts of climate change, and we will present our ideas on water scarcity and droughts later this year. 

2. We must adapt in an integrated way

Of course these water problems are not just a matter for environmentalists, nor only for water managers. They will have a direct impact on a whole range of sectors that use and depend on water. The obvious ones are agriculture, tourism, energy and inland navigation. These sectors therefore have to be fully involved in developing any adaptation strategies if they are to be successful. To simplify, the water managers in the Member States influence the conditions of supply; the other sectors represent the demand side of the equation. So we need a common and integrated approach to provide solutions that combine supply and demand management. All economic sectors must participate.

It is essential to improve both water demand and water supply management. And here again all sectors must be involved. Given that water resources will inevitably become scarcer as a result of climate change –in many parts of Europe – water must be used more efficiently by all the sectors concerned. This scarcity should be reflected in water pricing policies for all users, as required under the Water Framework Directive. But we need to take further steps towards improving water efficiency as we have done for energy. We should consider introducing the 'user pays principle' for the use of water, regardless of whether the water is taken from. 
3. We need to take action at EU level

To face all these challenges, there are some specific steps we need to take at EU level. One tool that could prove very useful is the water basin management plans that Member States are required to prepare under the Water Framework Directive. The incorporation of climate change measures should be made obligatory for the second cycle of reports in 2015. But already in their first plans for 2009 Member States should take climate change into account, so as to avoid adopting measures which later become less effective as climate change impacts increase. Moreover, the costs will be lower if we take action now, in stead of in 5 years.
Here again, as I said before, it is important to involve other policy areas too. We should not only look at the environment, and adapt our water policy accordingly. It is very much up to other sectors like agriculture, energy, transport and tourism to adapt their own operations to use water in the best possible way, taking into account regional characteristics. 

I have already mentioned the idea of applying a 'user pays' principle to water. Introducing this principle at EU level would establish a level playing-field and make water users across Europe, including all parts of transboundary river basins, think twice about how they use this precious resource. It would also put a stop to needless losses or waste, ensuring that water remains available for essential uses. In other words, it would encourage the efficient use of water. 

There is huge potential for water savings throughout the EU and we shall be making a careful assessment of this potential in the coming months. It is already clear that significant amounts of water could be saved for public water supplies. 

Apart from the public water supply, it is clear that all economic sectors can save water. In agriculture, it seems logical to adapt production to the amount of water available locally. Farmers should be encouraged to select crops that consume less water, especially in river basins where water is scarce. One way of helping to achieve this would be to remove incentives for irrigated crops. 

The EU's structural and rural development funds also have a big role to play in supporting adaptation measures on the ground. 

In order to adapt to this changing future, we need to act now. Early and ambitious action is the best option if we are to keep costs low. In a few months, the Commission will present its initial ideas on what action should be taken now. 

Just one final thought. Nearly all that I have said has been very “Euro-centric”, and I have little if any doubt that we will succeed, together, in the enormous task ahead of us, although we will certainly not be able to neutralise all effects of climate change, far from it. There is a much bigger problem out there, in the developing world, where climate change will uproot tens of millions of people who will have to move to another location, perhaps to another country, and/or make the production and supply of food even more precarious, especially in Africa. And this in circumstances infinitely more difficult that those that we will be facing here in Europe. This will require a huge effort of organisation and solidarity for which the “international community” is simply not geared up. 

I would like to finish by reacting to the suggestion made by Minister Gabriel. Yes - we will indeed take account of the ideas put forward during this Conference and its conclusions when we prepare our Paper.
I am very pleased that the German Presidency has organised this Conference, the timing of which could hardly be better. My colleagues and I will listen carefully to the ideas and solutions that we hope you will present in your working sessions.
Thank you. 


