Climate change and water resources:
Altered water availability and increased societal risks

The effects of climate change on South Africa are expected to include a change in the amount and variability of rainfall. Air temperatures are likely to increase, which will increase evaporation. The net effect will be a decrease in the water in our rivers and water stored in the ground. These changes are critical as South Africa is already using almost all of its available water. 
Climate change poses three major risks to our nation’s water resources:
· increased incidence of drought as rainfall decreases in many areas; 
· increased incidence of floods as the incidence of very heavy downpours increases; and

· increased risk of water pollution linked to erosion, disasters and algal blooms.  
Reducing water available for irrigation during droughts could reduce food production and result in food shortages. The most vulnerable areas are those where people depend on one limited resource such as a small dam or low-yielding borehole, with little water storage capacity to meet their needs during the dry season or droughts. The most vulnerable groups are poor communities that lack the money, necessary skills, trained people and technologies to be solve water problems, especially cleaning and storing water. 
Although South Africa may be able to engineer expensive solutions to solve its water problems, the first and most important measure is to become aware of the risks, and to conserve water. 
This case study attempted to determine how much water is available in different parts of the country, and how this could change in the future. The researchers located information that can be used to assess how vulnerable people are (communities, towns, cities) to changes in their water supplies. The information was then used to prepare maps to show the areas where the risks are likely to be greatest.  
The study showed that the risks are widespread, but particularly high in the drier parts of the country. It also highlighted areas where there are dense settlements of poor people with limited adaptive capacity. Research indicated that groundwater storage will become more important in an increasingly uncertain future.  
The information derived from the study will be useful for South Africa’s Risk and Vulnerability Atlas particularly because water is a critical resource threatened by several factors including climate change. The Atlas will help people identify what risks they face and where these risks may combine to increase their vulnerability. 

A wide range of institutions and people can potentially benefit from these assessments, ranging from national government to individuals.  Planning decisions, such as those deciding whether to allow new residential or industrial developments, should take account of the fact that there will be less water available in the future and that it may need new treatment technologies to make it drinkable.
