WWF on Water Stewardship and the
Courtauld Commitment 2025 Water Ambition
Bio
Conor Linstead is a Freshwater Specialist with WWF-UK, working on water stewardship and water
use in agriculture. He works with UK businesses to help them identify and mitigate water risks in their
operations and supply chains, both within the UK and internationally. To mark the launch of the
Courtauld Commitment 2025 Water Ambition, Conor outlines common questions businesses need to
ask about how they use this essential resource.
Why should businesses care about water risks?
Any business that depends on water, directly or indirectly, should be aware of the associated risks in
their supply chains and operations and mitigate against them. Consider the following:
•
•
•

The World Economic Forum’s Global Risks Report has consistently featured water as one of
the top five risks facing our economy in terms of projected impact1.
In 2017, global companies reported 3,770 water-related risks to CDP in their annual water
risk disclosure2
Agriculture accounts for 70% of total water use globally

UK businesses need to consider exposure to domestic water risks through operations and sourcing in
the UK, but also about any international water risks in supply chains.
•

•

•

•
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Flooding can have a significant impact on business. Our natural capital stress test report
showed that if we continue with business as usual, a repeat of the 2013/14 UK floods in
2050 could lead to a 70% increase in damages to property (£2.2bn, compared to £1.3bn in
2013/14), with housing and business accounting for more than half of the damage costs3.
Water scarcity: The Environment Agency has shown that water resources are already under
pressure in England, with reliable supplies not available for new business needs across much
of the country4.
Pollution: Water quality risks to UK business are likely to materialise as reputational damage
from being publically identified as being responsible for, or associated with, water pollution
from effluent discharges or poor practices in operations and supply chains.
Supply chain sustainability: Recent joint work between WWF-UK and UNPRI (UN Principles
on Responsible Investment) has identified, at a global level, which crops are most exposed to
water risk, and which countries have the highest proportion of their cropland exposed to
high water risks. Businesses sourcing these crops, or from these countries, should pay
particular attention to the water risks they are exposed to in their supply chains.
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2

How can businesses address these risks?
Water stewardship involves businesses taking action to progressively improve their water
management and deliver a reduction in water-related impacts of their own operations and in supply
chains. It differs from good practice site level water management because businesses commit to
sustainable management of shared water resources, for the benefit of all stakeholders.
Together with other businesses, communities, governments and NGOs, businesses must address
water management at a catchment or national scale, ensuring operations are fair and sustainable.
The Courtauld Commitment 2025 is a great example of sector-scale action to reduce water risk and

protect our planet’s freshwater resources. At WWF-UK, we’re really excited about the potential this
initiative holds to improve the sustainability of our food and drink sector.
WWF-UK has produced a step by step guide so that companies can take action now to respond to
the risks, and reap the benefits. A first step is to map your business’ water risks, and proactively
manage risk by engaging strategically beyond your own ‘four walls’. A critical part of water
stewardship is fostering the collective action of stakeholders to deliver change at scale. The
Courtauld 2025 Water Ambition is one of the first sector-scale initiatives to mobilise collective action
for water. It has the potential to be a significant driving force for delivering sustainable water
management in the areas where we grow our food, and WWF is encouraging businesses to join this
effort.
Why is the Courtauld Commitment 2025 such a good way to tackle water risk?
We believe that the only way to tackle water risk at scale is for businesses and other stakeholders to
come together to take action collectively and initiatives such as the Courtauld Commitment 2025 are
a great way to do that. Our experience with partners such as M&S and Coca-Cola has shown us that
businesses are able to take action within their own supply chains to reduce their risk in priority
areas, but there are limitations to what one company can do alone. Many of the water risks that
companies face derive from the collective use of water by everybody in a catchment. The risks can
only be addressed by coming together with other businesses and catchment stakeholders to scale up
and amplify their combined influence and action.
Liz Lowe, Sustainability Manager at Coca-Cola GB, commented: "Water is the number one ingredient
in all our drinks but we believe no business can take this crucial resource for granted. Our water
stewardship strategy sees us protecting the water sources we use, continually optimising the amount
of water we use in our production processes and ensuring we return any waste water back to the
environment. Through our partnership with WWF-UK, we’re working directly with farmers on water
sensitive and sustainable farming practices across areas where sugar beet, an ingredient in some
of our drinks, is grown. We’re also supporting them to improve land management, by protecting soils
and reducing pollution from agricultural production: benefiting farmers and improving river health.
The water ambition under the Courtauld Commitment 2025 is especially promising because it has the
potential to take water stewardship to scale, maximising our collective positive impact."
If you’d like to find out more about our water stewardship work, please contact
WaterStewardship@wwf.org.uk.

