Water Scarcity
Physical and economic scarcity of essential
freshwater resources is increasing due to man-made
and natural forces, and is further diminished by
waste, pollution and unsustainable management.

Freshwater is a fundamental natural resource for sustaining life on
Earth, but its availability – both physical and economic – and its
quality is declining. Demand for freshwater has risen at twice the rate
of population growth over the last century. The challenges are so acute
that access to water resources is expected to be a major cause of conflict
between nations in future.

Key Facts:

Globally the number of people without access to clean freshwater is
considerable and many regions are experiencing, or approaching water
scarcity. Physical scarcity affects around 1.2 billion people globally. It
arises from an absolute lack of supply, due to geographic distribution,
overconsumption or ecosystem degradation, and is common in
developed regions. Economic scarcity results from poor infrastructure
and management practices. It affects some 1.6 billion people, often in
developing economies and restricting otherwise adequate resources.

2. Around 1.2 billion people
globally live in areas of physical
water scarcity, while a further 1.6
billion face economic scarcity due to
a lack of necessary infrastructure1.

Climate change is expected to worsen water stress. Glacial retreat and
a reduction in snow and ice cover will reduce flows of melt-waters
on which many communities and even countries rely. Changes in
precipitation patterns are also expected to make wet regions wetter,
and contribute to the expansion of dry arid regions, while rising sealevels will increase the salinity of freshwater bodies in coastal areas.
The agricultural sector will feel the impacts of these changes acutely,
limiting the ability to feed an expanding population.

Challenges
¸¸ Can consumption be reduced and more sustainable management of
water be encouraged without restricting use or impacting on quality of
life?
¸¸ What infrastructure types should be prioritised to address water
scarcity and how should this be targeted spatially to maximise the
benefits?
¸¸ How can river and groundwater catchments be better managed to
improve water quality and reduce existing pressures?
¸¸ Can food be grown in ways that conserves water and could this be
achieved in the context of other drivers of change, such as increasing
food demand?

1. Demand for freshwater has
risen at twice the rate of population
growth over the last century1.

3. The global gap between water
supply and demand is expected to
reach 40% by 2030 if ‘business as
usual’ consumption continues2,3.
4. Approximately 70% of the
world’s freshwater is consumed by
the agricultural sector alone2.
5. About 40% of humanity lives in
or near an international river basin,
with over 200 of these shared by
more than two countries4 .
6. The economic benefit of
investing in improving water and
sanitation are estimated to be $3 - 34
for every $1 invested2.

What is LDA Futures?
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The world is changing in response to a
set of environmental, economic, social
and technological drivers, and these are
shaping the types of infrastructure and
development we need and the way we
use land.
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LDA Futures explores these drivers and
their implications to enable us to make
appropriate responses through our
projects and the advice we give to clients.

LDA Design Insights:
Water stress in the UK varies regionally, with rainfall and
groundwater resources lowest in the south and east of the country
where demand is greatest. Physical water availability is lower than
in most European countries and yet consumption is high, with
every person using roughly 150 litres a day.
¸¸Development and land use changes, including removal of
woodland cover and reductions in wetlands and floodplains,
impact directly on the amount and quality of water available.
Strategic choices over the location of development and
infrastructure can have beneficial impacts. Focusing on achieving
combined benefits to biodiversity, climate resilience and water
management should be a priority in the design of public spaces
and development.
¸¸UK agriculture demands significant amounts of water
(although less than the global average) and can pollute and disrupt
local hydrology without careful management. Mechanisms need
to be found to address the often conflicting needs of different
stakeholders.
¸¸Domestic water use is rising, with over half of all demand in
the UK from domestic use alone. This is largely due to a growing
population and increasing use of water-intensive appliances,
such as power showers. Non-domestic use is falling, however,
due to changes in the UK economy. Demand for water must be
reduced in future to bring it back into balance with supply but the
cancelling of the Code for Sustainable Homes removes one of the
few mechanisms available for targeting new development.
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¸¸Despite water resources being adequate at the national level
in the UK, uneven spatial distribution is constraining supply.
Abstraction in some areas is above sustainable levels and the
southeast ranks amongst the most water stressed regions
globally. Rainfall and supply is greater in the north and west,
but transporting this to areas of stress is challenging and the
infrastructure often expensive.
¸¸Investment in access to water and sanitation infrastructure,
and improving efficiency and water management will help reduce
environmental pressures, boost health and well-being and can
unlock economic growth potential.
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