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Europe’s water towers in the face of climate change

Mountains provide many ecosystem services to our society, including water supply.

. Our territories play an essential role in the great
water cycle, storing water in the form of snow, ice or lakes in winter and draining it into rivers
from spring onwards. Europe's supply of fresh water for its ecosystems, citizens and the
industries that depend on it largely relies on run-off from the mountains. Our regions therefore
have a central role to play in a water-resilient Europe.

However, climate change is causing glaciers to retreat and rainfall to become more erratic and
scarcer in summer. This puts the mountain water supply atrisk. In the face of climate change, the
quality and quantity of water supplied by mountains is at risk, and their resources must be
sustainably managed.

Reduced drinking water resources

In Europe, the mountains are veritable natural water towers and key provider of freshwater. 125
million cubic meters are forinstance annually abstracted from Lake Constance for drinking water,
a lake that is 78% supplied by rainwater and meltwater from the Alps. The extracted water is
distributed to approximately 4 million people in Baden-Wirttemberg living in 320 cities and
municipalities?.

However, climate change is greatly affecting the water cycle and raising concerns over access to
drinking water for many citizens, including in mountain villages across Europe, where cases of
access being cut off in summer have been multiplying in recent years. Above a temperature rise
of 1.5°C,

Increased climate risks

Water-related challenges are driving an increase in climate risks in Europe. On the one hand,

is already affecting many mountain areas, particularly in the Pyrenees, the lberian
mountains and the Mediterranean mountains. In addition to the consequences for ecosystems,
the shortage of water is increasing the , with Europe breaking records in recent years for
the number of hectares of land affected by fires. In the mountains, a large proportion of these
fires occur in Natura 2000 areas, which are rich in biodiversity but difficult for the fire service to
reach® In addition, the risks in the mountains vary from water scarcity to water excess. Some
regions are hit harder by one than the other, others can experience both severe drought and
sudden flooding within a few weeks as a result of climate change. In the future, the risk of

, is expected to also increase.
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Challenged water dependent economic sectors

Changes in water availability in the mountains will not only impact people and ecosystems but
also specific economic sectors in most mountain areas®. Tourism, agriculture, and energy
production are among the strategic sectors that will be most affected.

Tourism

Winter tourism in the mountains is particularly affected by climate change, due to the decline in
snow cover, with greater changes and uncertainties related to winter conditions especially
evident at medium altitudes. Future climate projections indicate that the duration of the snow
season in the northern hemisphere could decline further up to 40 days® while snow cover is
expected to decrease 50% by 2050 in the Pyrenean mountains at altitudes between 1,800 and
2,200 meters’.

In some regions, winter tourism, especially skiing, still highly contributes to local economies
dynamism and provides jobs. That is why; to remain attractive and maintain their economic
viability, ski resorts are sometimes opting for artificial snow production, which requires a high
amount of water. Almost 1000 litres is needed to produce around 2.5 cubic metres of artificial
snow, or 8,

As an example, 48 million cubic metres of water are for instance used each year to make artificial
snow in Austria®. As snow cover diminishes, the use of artificial snow is steadily increasing. In
France, artificial proportion of snow cover in skiable areas rising from 19% to 35% between 2010
and 2019%. Yet it is estimated that with global warming of more than 2°C and without the use of
artificial snow, 53% of the 2,234 ski resorts studied in 28 European countries would experience a
"very high risk of snow supply” (which rises to 98% with warming of 4°C)™.

.Faced with the urgent need
to adapt to climate change, the coherence of different policies (e.g. climate, cohesion,
agriculture) is being challenged, and EU funding for this type of infrastructure is increasingly
being questioned®.

Agriculture

Farming is one of the key economic sectors in mountain areas. ,such
as permanent grasslands, crop-livestock systems and diversification

. Within the Common Agricultural Policy, the payments for Areas with Natural
Constraints are recognised for their beneficial impact on water management. The ANC
represented 31.8% of the total EU budget allocated to water management in 2014-2022 Rural
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Development Programmes, just behind agri-environment-climate measures (33.4%) and organic
farming for (12.5%)".

Mountain farming is not the most water intensive agricultural model but yet depends on water
resources as any other agricultural system. In view of the reduction in water resources, mountain
farming is under pressure. Both crop and livestock farming are impacted by decreasing water
resources. Inthe Alps, where pastoralismis central, livestock have already been partially removed
from mountain meadows in the summer of 2022 because of an . Beyond
mountain areas, this raises a wider issue for the whole sector, since

14 In addition, water
shortages for agricultural purposes fuels conflicts over the use of the resource®. This is why a
strategic vision of water should help to prioritise uses.

Energy production

Hydropower is the second largest renewable electricity source in the European Union. In 2022, it
accounted for 29.9% of the EU’'s renewable electricity production and provided 12% of the EU’s
electricity?,

Mountain areas are central to the hydropower infrastructure. However, climate change is
threatening production. Loss of snow and glacial retreat in the Alps will limit hydropower
generation during some seasons, especially spring. In the Pyrenees

by an average of 10% and reach a reduction of 35% during the
summer season in 2070 compared with the current period®.

Recommendations for water resilience in the mountains and beyond

In the light of the challenges facing Europe in terms of access to water in sufficient quantity and
quality, Euromontana stresses the crucial role of mountains in building water resilience. We call
for the adoption of an which, by
tackling different policies, must preserve our water resources and ensure their sustainable
management. We also call on the different national, regional and local authorities to act and
cooperate to ensure more coherent policies.

Addressing water challenges within agricultural, cohesion and climate policies

Euromontana advocates for a comprehensive approach to water issues. Given the considerable
efforts required to achieve resilience, policy efforts should go beyond the environmental policies
and LIFE funding alone. Euromontana therefore calls on European decision-makers to strengthen
the contribution of agricultural, climate and territorial cohesion policies to sustainable water
management in Europe.
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We call for:

e Strengthening water management measures in the

by:

o Improving the consideration given to mountain areas in the post-2027 CAP
Strategic Plans. Mentions to mountain areas should become compulsory in the
concerned Member States and ,
which have a positive impact on water management, therefore activated.

o Encouraging the implementation

in mountain areas, in particular in grasslands.
e Reinforcing the contribution of the to sustainable water

management, by:

O

, in line with the EU “do no significant harm” principle. The completion
of site-specific impact assessments should be used to assess the impact on
water resources (e.g. ClimSnow and ClimEau assessments in the French Alps or
similar science-based tools). Similarly, ESI funds should only finance multi-use
water reservoirs.

, including in more remote areas.
In region Aragon, almost a quarter of the total volume of water supplied to the
networks is lost along the way. Remote municipalities are often the hardest hit by
leaks, ruptures, or breakdowns in water pipes, caused by the deterioration of
infrastructure. Investments, especially through the Cohesion Policy, should
support leakage control and investments in water collection facilities.

e Strengthening the EU's climate action to reduce the impact of climate change on glacier
melt and on the hydrological cycle as a whole, by:

O

to limit its impact on the hydrologic cycle.
The EU has set itself a target of reduction net greenhouse gas emissions by at
least 55% by 2030, compared to 1990 levels and to become climate neutral by
2050. However, implementation and the associated funding are still too timid to
significantly mitigate global warming. In mountain areas, meadows, forests and
wetlands are important carbon sinks. Their effective and sustainable
management should be further encouraged in order, among other things, to
preserve their capacity to mitigate climate change.

— especially water associated climate risks - thanks to the upcoming
. This plan must also ensure that
which is still far from being the case, as the
EU's Court of Auditors has shown.
to
strengthen the Europe's commitment to preserve glaciers, whose melting,
particularly in the Alps, poses a serious threat to Europe’s water supply.

Building resilience locally hand in hand with local communities

A comprehensive approach to water resilience cannot be achieved without awareness and action
at national, regional and local levels. Water related matters deserve an informed and inclusive
debate but yet remain overlooked in some territories.



We call for the implementation of national, regional and local strategies adapted to mountain
areas by:

° and
identifying the associated climate risks and socio-economic impacts in the mountains
and lowlands.

e Adopting , which can help raise awareness of
sustainable water management and prioritise its uses. On the basis of the mapped
resources and needs, a could support the long-term sustainability
of the resource, as Romania did in Article 13 of its 2018 Mountain Law.

° these adaptation strategies with local communities. Water policies and

and observed if they are developed using a
collective approach.

Promoting the role of mountains in water supply and management

Euromontana stresses the role played by the mountains in the water cycle and especially in the
provision of fresh water, with the Alps alone providing 40% of Europe’s freshwater. However, the
importance of these areas in the hydrological cycle and in the proper management of water
resources is all too often neglected.

We call for further consideration to mountain areas by:

o for providing
ecosystem services to society as a whole, including for the water use made out for energy
production.



