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Introduction
Water should not be viewed as a stand-alone resource, but 
instead as a critical component to ensure a secure, safe and 
prosperous society. Risks associated with water manifest in 
three distinct ways:

1. 

 

 

Too much water (extreme rainfall, floods, storm surge)
2. 

 
Too little water (drought, scarcity, economic water 
insecurity)

3. Water unfit for use (pollution, microplastics, arsenic, 
salinity)1

The 2021 Global Risk Report highlights that water is 
inextricably interwoven into 4 of the 5 most significant risks 
(and all 5 if the role that Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 
(WASH) has to play in reducing the spread of Covid-19 is taken 
into account). Nonetheless, in the 2021 report, ‘water crises’ 
no longer appears as a stand-alone risk. Instead ‘water crises’ 
and ‘food crises’ have been merged into ‘natural resources 
crises’. 

Despite being connected to the 5 most significant risks, the 
word ‘water’ is no longer present in the global risk landscape. 

This reflects one of the most critical issues associated with the 
global perception of water today: The importance of water is 
entirely underestimated and undervalued.

In order to change this, corporations have a significant role to 
play. Given the importance of managing water risks to ensure 
the continuity of business, it is in corporations’ best interests 
to further understand and engage with water stewardship, 
helping corporate water users to not only manage their own 
risks and seize opportunities related to water, but to also 
promote long-term water security for all – protecting against 
future risks. In this report, significant risks associated with 
the management of global water resources are presented and 
discussed. 

The identification of these issues will allow corporate water 
users to take action to mitigate and adapt to these risks, an 
essential component of building resilience.

Methodology
Future risks associated with global water resources were 
identified through a series of interviews with representatives 
from the major water institutions. 

These included the following organisations:

International Water Resources Association 

1st: Extreme weather

2nd: Climate action failure

3rd: Human environmental damage

4th: Infectious diseases

 

 

A non-profit organization with the purpose of improving the 
management of water resources

Pacific Institute

 

A research institute focusing on water resilience, water 
conservation and demand management

Water Policy International

Figure 1 - All of the top five risks by likelihood in the 2021 Global Risks 
Landscape are linked to water. Source: World Economic Forum, 2021

An independent consultancy that supports investment and 
management decisions in the water sector

1 Kammeyer, C., 2018. Water is Connected to Every Major Global Risk We Face. Pac. Inst. URL https://pacinst.org/water-connected-everymajor-global-risk-face/ (accessed 3.2.21). 

Global Risks Landscape 
Top global risks by likelihood

5th: Biodiversity loss

International Water Management Institute
A research institute providing solutions for sustainable, 
climate-resilient development

Alliance for Water Stewardship
A global membership collaboration comprising businesses, 
NGOs and the public sector. Members adopt a universal 
framework for the sustainable use of water

International Water Association
A non-profit organization and knowledge hub for the water 
sector

Interviews lasted between 20 and 60 minutes, and 
interviewees were asked the following questions:

1. From your experience, what are the most significant risks to 
global water security?

2. In your view, how will water influence other significant 
global challenges faced by society in the future?

3. Do you think corporations have a role to play in improving 
water resilience? If so, can you provide details?

4. What is the role of the insurance sector in building global 
water resilience?

5. What does the term ‘water stewardship’ mean to you?

Interview data was transcribed and then coded using 
the computer software programme Nvivo 12.6.0 (QSR 
International). Codes served as devices to label, separate, 
compile and organise data. The first cycle of coding involved 
line-by-line coding of the interview transcripts. This resulted 
in 24 coded segments. The next round of thematic coding 
aimed to further group and reduce the number of codes. This 
round involved exploring the relationship between the codes 
and then grouping the codes into wider common themes, 
for example, ‘climate risks’, ‘human risks’, and ‘physical 
risks’. Then, the most frequently mentioned water risks were 
selected from the codes.



Water Risks
The most significant risks associated with global water 
resources identified by the cohort were:

Poor planning 
and governance
(Day Zero)

Water Scarcity

Destruction 
of ecosystems

Contamination of 
Drinking water

Uncertainty about the future 
(inability to plan)

Changing industrial 
processes
(pollution)

Water conflict
(water security and 
food security)

Climate change
(floods, droughts, coastal 
inundation)

Aging 
infrastructure
(asset management)

Changes 
In demand

1. Uncertainty about the future (inability to plan)
2. Climate change (floods, droughts, coastal inundation)
3. Water conflict (water security and food security)
4. Demographic changes and changes in water demand
5. Ageing infrastructure (asset management)
6. Changing industrial processes (pollution)
7. Contaminants impacting drinking water quality
8. Destruction of ecosystems
9. Water scarcity
10. Poor planning and governance (Day Zero)

These risks are documented in Figure 2. Below is a summary 
of the discussions with representatives from these leading 
water institutions. 

Uncertainty about the future means that water managers 
can no longer rely on yesterday’s climate to manage future 
water conditions. This renders planning for future climate 
scenarios difficult, and so scientific and quantitative tools 
are now required to predict future water scenarios. The 
impact of climate change on extreme weather events such 
as hurricanes, floods and droughts remains unpredictable. 
Conflicts over water and food resources, particularly in the 
Global South are predicted to rise, exacerbated by climate 
change. 

Poor management of water resources is already playing a part 
in destabilising fragile states such as Yemen, Iraq and Somalia. 
Demographic changes such as the rapid urbanisation 
predicted to take place over the coming 50 years will put 
pressure on existing water supply systems, many of which are 
ageing and cannot supply the growing demand caused by 
population rise.

Changing industrial processes are leading to the pollution of 
water resources. Agricultural activities, which pollute rivers 
with pesticides are also contributing to poor water quality 
across the globe. In many countries, wastewater is not treated Figure 2 - Water Risks Wheel

Planning for  
the future

Water risks 
wheel



effectively as infrastructure systems are inadequate. Leakages 
in water supply systems mean contamination of drinking 
water is still a major challenge facing multiple nations. Poor 
water quality also impacts freshwater ecosystems. The UN 
asserts that severe pathogen pollution now affects nearly a 
third of all river stretches in Latin America, Africa and Asia2. 

Water scarcity is already affecting over 20% of the world’s 
population. Climate change and population growth will 
compound the issue as water demand increases and extreme 
droughts occur more frequently. Combined with poor 
planning and governance, the impact could be that more 
cities across the world reach their ‘Day Zero’, as was seen in 
Cape Town in 2018.

Water crises are most likely to occur when multiple issues 
overlay one another; for example: when climate change, 
demographic shifts and poor water governance exacerbate 
existing water availability challenges. The impact of these 
concurrent events will be significant interruptions to business 
operations and day-to-day life.

Responding to risks through  
water stewardship

Corporate water stewardship is a critical piece of the puzzle to 
reduce the risk of water crises and to address other water-
related risks. Water stewardship is a new way of thinking 
about the human relationship with water that aims to 
improve the sustainable management of water. 

For businesses, it is about accountability for the processes 
they engage in that impact local communities and 
ecosystems. For AXA XL, engaging in water stewardship 
means providing visibility for water access issues and 
leadership in addressing them. 

The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) suggests that 
organisations need to take collective action with other 
stakeholders for water stewardship to reap long-term 
benefits. Water stewardship deals with the efficient use of 
water and minimising water pollution3. However, many 
companies are focusing on reducing water use, rather than 
reducing water risk. 

Collective action to influence the governance of water 
resources will reduce this risk, and AXA XL is well placed 
to facilitate and promote this collective action. This could 
be done through supporting organisations to undertake 
comprehensive water risk assessments, helping them to 
develop strategies to manage these risks. 

Finally, by sharing good practice when it comes to adapting 
to water risks, AXA XL aims to motivate organisations to 
develop water resilience strategies helping to ensure a 
more water-secure world.

2 UN-Water, 2016. Ecosystems. UN-Water. URL https://www.unwater.org/water-facts/ecosystems/ (accessed 3.6.21).  3 (WWF, 2015. Water stewardship [WWW Document]. WWF. URL https://www.wwf.org.uk/what-we-do/projects/water-stewardship (accessed 3.6.21).


