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Abstract

In many temperate parts of the world, supplemental irrigation is crucial to assure both crop

yield and quality. Climate change could increase the risks of irrigation being restricted by

increasing crop water requirements and/or decreasing water availability. In England, water

abstraction for irrigation is limited by maximum annual volumetric limits, as specified in the

abstraction licenses, and surface water abstraction restrictions imposed by the regulator

during drought. This paper assesses how climate change might impact future irrigation

abstraction reliability from surface water in England. Firstly, the probability of annual

abstraction being close to the maximum license limit was estimated for the baseline (1961-

1990) and future (2071-2098) periods in each catchment based on observed relationships
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between annual weather and irrigation abstraction in three licence usage groups. Secondly,

the current river discharge triggers for mandatory drought restrictions were used to assess the

annual probability of surface water abstraction restrictions being imposed by the regulator in

each period. Results indicate significant future increases in irrigated abstraction license use

due to an increase in aridity, particularly in the most productive agricultural areas located in

eastern and southern England, assuming no adaptation. The annual probability of having less

than 20% licence headroom in the highest usage group is projected to exceed 0.7 in 45% of

the management units, mostly in the south and east. In contrast, irrigators in central and

western England face an increased risk of drought restrictions due to the lower buffering

capacity of groundwater on river flows, with the annual probability of mandatory drought

restrictions reaching up to 0.3 in the future. Our results highlight the increasing abstraction

reliability risks for irrigators due to climate change, and the need for the farming community

and the regulator to adapt and collaborate to mitigate the associated impacts.
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1. Introduction

Irrigation is crucial for sustaining the world’s population, as 40% of crop production

is concentrated in the 18% of total arable land that is irrigated (Fischer et al., 2007). Climate

change is projected to alter temperatures, as well as the magnitude and seasonal distribution

of precipitation (Arnell, 2003; Charlton and Arnell, 2011). In humid climates, a reduction of

summer precipitation and an increase in the probability of extreme events such as heatwaves

and droughts (Falloon and Betts, 2010; Bindi and Olesen, 2011; Weatherhead et al., 2015) are

likely to increase irrigation water demand. Consequently, whilst irrigation needs are expected

to increase in the future, water availability may decline in many regions due to climate
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change and competing demands for water (FAO, 2002; De Silva et al., 2007; Rodriguez Diaz

et al., 2007; Charlton and Arnell, 2011; Gerten et al., 2011).

This tri-lemma of reduced water resource availability, increased irrigation demand

and increasing competition between water users will require regulatory bodies to actively

manage abstraction to ensure water resources sustainability and environmental protection

(Henriques et al., 2008; Weatherhead and Howden, 2009). In Europe, governments have their

own national legislation and abstraction management rules, described by Mills and Dwyer

(2009), in addition to European regulations. For example, financial charges are payable in

Germany according to the volume of water abstracted; France also applies volumetric charges

and water users require a permit to abstract more than 8m3/h; similarly, Denmark uses a time-

limited permit system for ground and surface water abstraction; and Belgium, Netherlands

and the United Kingdom have compulsory registration and licensing systems, in which

abstraction can be restricted during severe droughts.

In England, an abstraction licence is required from the Environment Agency (EA) to

abstract more than 20 m3/day from surface or groundwater (Environment Agency, 2013).

However, having an irrigation abstraction licence does not entitle the licence holder to always

be able to abstract, as the EA can impose partial or total bans on irrigation abstraction from

surface water sources during droughts to protect public water supplies and the aquatic

environment (Environment Agency, 2015). Such restrictions on supplemental irrigation can

have severe impacts on crop yield and quality leading to considerable financial losses - Rey

et al. (2016) assessed the net financial benefits of supplemental agricultural irrigation at the

farm level in a dry year at over £660 million in England and Wales, using current irrigated

cropping and market data. Irrigation is mainly concentrated in central and eastern England,

where many catchments are already assessed by the EA as “over-abstracted” or “over-

licensed” (Hess et al., 2011) and therefore vulnerable to future pressures on water resources.
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In this global context of climate change, increasing irrigation needs and increasing

likelihood of water management constraints, this paper provides the first national scale

assessment of how climate change will impact the future reliability of supplemental irrigation

from surface water. Focusing on England as a case study, it assesses the changing annual risk

of individual farmers being unable to meet future irrigation demand due to having an

insufficient annual licensed volume and/or being subject to mandatory restrictions on surface

water abstraction during droughts. The paper has broader relevance as the analysis can be

replicated in other countries to understand how climate change could affect water availability

for irrigators.

2. Material and methods

There are five main stages to the analysis (Figure 1). Firstly, explanatory

relationships between actual annual licence usage by irrigators in the period 1999-2011 and

an annual agroclimatic indicator of aridity (annual maximum Potential Soil Moisture Deficit,

PSMD) are derived from observed data for each of the 85 Catchment Abstraction

Management Strategy (CAMS) units in England (Step 1). Secondly, the relationships

obtained in Step 1 are applied to baseline (1961-1990) and future (2071-2100) annual

PSMDmax calculated from (FFC) (Step 2), assuming stationarity in crop spatial distribution

and irrigation efficiency, to estimate the annual probability of irrigators in each CAMS being

constrained by the volumetric abstraction license limit for each period. Thirdly, the drought

management rules currently used by the Environment Agency are applied to the simulated

timeseries of daily river flow and rainfall data for the baseline period (1961-90) from the

Future Flows Climate (FFC) and Future Flows Hydrology (FFH) datasets, respectively, to

calculate the daily river flow and rainfall triggers for mandatory restrictions on irrigation

abstraction (Step 3). Fourthly, the restriction triggers in Step 3 are applied to simulated

baseline and future (2071-2100) daily river flows (FFH) and rainfall (FFC) to estimate the
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annual probability of irrigators in each CAMS being under mandatory drought restrictions

(Step 4). Finally, a combined risk metric was calculated based on the results from Steps 2 and

4, representing the annual probability for irrigators being close to their volumetric license

limit and being under mandatory drought abstraction restriction (Step 5). Results from the

baseline and future periods were then compared to assess the direct and indirect climate

change impact on surface water reliability for irrigation in every catchment across England.

2.1. Data

2.1.1. Climate data

Two sets of climate data are used: i) a 5km x 5km UK Meteorological Office gridded

dataset of observed monthly precipitation and derived reference evapotranspiration estimated

using the FAO Penman-Monteith equation (Allen et al., 1998) from 1961 to 2011; ii) the

Future Flows Climate (FFC) dataset (Prudhomme et al., 2012b), a national-scale set of high

resolution transient climate change projections of precipitation and reference

evapotranspiration for 1950 to 2098 based on 11 different variants of a regional climate

model, that captures climate modelling uncertainty. This 11-member ensemble is based on

HadRM3-PPE (Met Office Hadley Centre’s Regional Climate Model Perturbed Physics

Ensemble) under the SRES A1B emissions scenario (Special Report on Emissions Scenarios;

IPCC, 2000), which was used as part of the derivation of the current (UKCP09) scenarios1

(Murphy et al., 2009).

FFC was generated after bias-correction of HadRM3-PPE projections of precipitation

and temperature. For each ensemble member and variable, monthly transfer functions were

applied so that bias-corrected time series matched the distribution of corresponding gridded

1 AlB is broadly similar to the Representative Concentration Profile (RCP) 6.0 (Melillo et al., 2014).



6

observational data over the period 1962-2000 (Prudhomme et al., 2012b). Snow melt

processes were accounted for using a simple elevation-dependent snow-melt model, and

reference evapotranspiration projections were estimated based on the FAO Penman-Monteith

equation (Allen et al., 1998). In this study, the 11 ensembles were individually investigated

to include a broad description of the natural climate variability in the analysis. As they are

equally probable, the results were pooled together thereafter and considered as a single

population.

2.1.2. Irrigation abstraction data

The annual volumetric licence limit and actual monthly abstraction for the period

1999-2011 for 3,738 groundwater and surface water summer abstraction licences for

irrigation in England were obtained from the Environment Agency (EA) for the 85 CAMS

units, which are the spatial units by which the EA manages water resources (Environment

Agency, 2013). For the purpose of this paper, only CAMS having at least 10 surface water

irrigation licences were included in the analysis (Figure 2a). The focus is on surface water

licences only, as groundwater abstraction is not affected by mandatory abstraction restrictions

in drought periods. Although the split between surface water and groundwater abstraction

varies considerably between catchments (Figure S1 from the Supplementary Material),

abstraction from surface water for irrigation is significant (Figure 2b)- in the most recent

drought year (2011), more than 50% of total abstraction for spray irrigation in England was

from surface water.

The EA abstraction dataset does not provide any information on associated irrigated

crop types or irrigated areas for each license. Furthermore, no datasets exist on the spatial

distribution of irrigated crops in the country, so it is not possible to project licence-specific

annual volumetric irrigation need (Rees et al., 2003). However, according to the latest
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irrigation survey (Defra, 2011), potatoes represent more than 40% of the total irrigated area in

England, followed by vegetables (24%).

Given the absence of this data and the focus of the paper on understanding the

reliability of surface water irrigation abstraction licences, the license dataset was standardized

by using the annual abstraction data of each license to derive the proportion of the annual

licensed volume that was not abstracted in a given year i.e., the annual headroom, expressed

as a proportion of the licence limit. For each CAMS, non-used (so-called “sleeper”) licences

were removed and the remaining licences were sub-divided into 3 groups based on the

relative likelihood of having insufficient headroom under current and future climates: 1) a

low headroom group, defined as the 25% of licences with the lowest headroom, who are

currently at risk of having insufficient water in dry years; 2) a medium headroom group, with

licences between the 25th and 50th percentile of headroom, who currently have a little risk of

having insufficient headroom but may have a future risk in dry years; and 3) a high headroom

group, for the remaining 50% of licences, who are unlikely to have insufficient headroom in

current or future dry years. Each group represents a different abstraction behaviour. The low

headroom group is representing risk-accepting growers that are using most of their licence

volume each year; the medium headroom group use a big part of the licence volume but in

general they have enough spare capacity to face dry conditions and represent more risk-

averse or land-constrained growers; and the high headroom group is representing irrigators

who currently grow limited areas of irrigated crops

2.1.3. Hydrological data

The Future Flows Hydrology (FFH) dataset (Prudhomme et al., 2013) is an 11-

member ensemble of daily river flow simulations, using FFC (described in Section 2.1.1) as

climate input. For consistency in the modelling, the subset of FFH generated by the CERF



8

(Continuous Estimation of River Flows) regionalized rainfall-runoff model (Griffiths et al.,

2006), containing 85 catchments across England and Wales, was used here. CERF was

calibrated across all catchments simultaneously to obtain a best model fit across all

catchments, with model parameters being a function of catchment descriptors, with a

calibration emphasis on the water balance and low flows. Because of its regionalized

calibration, CERF has the advantage of extending the climate range across which the

parameters are evaluated, compared to the local climate within catchment-specific

calibration. This is particularly important for catchments in a warming climate where

evapotranspiration processes might become water limited in the future.

2.2. Risk of irrigation being constrained by volumetric abstraction license limits

2.2.1. Deriving relationships between historical annual agroclimate and irrigation

licence use

Previous research has demonstrated a strong relationship between the maximum

monthly Potential Soil Moisture Deficit of a given year (PSMDmax) and irrigation needs

(Weatherhead and Knox, 1997; Knox et al., 2012), so that PSMDmax is used by the

Environment Agency in setting volumetric limits within irrigation licences (Rees et al.,

2003). It has also been used to assess climate change impacts on agricultural water

requirements in the UK (Knox et al., 1997; Rey et al., 2016), Europe (Rodriguez Diaz et al.,

2007) and Sri Lanka (De Silva et al., 2007). Annual PSMDmax was calculated from 1961 to

2011 using catchment-average precipitation and ETo data from both climate datasets (Met

Office and FFC data) according to:

����(�) = ��� [0,����(���) + ���(�) − �(�)] (1)
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where ����(�) is the monthly Potential Soil Moisture Deficit at the end of month i (mm),

����(���) is the Potential Soil Moisture Deficit at the end of the previous month (i-1, mm)),

���(�) is the reference evapotranspiration in month i (mm) and �(�) is the rainfall in month i

(mm). In winter, precipitation generally exceeds evapotranspiration in England so PSMD is

reset to zero on the 1st of January. The maximum PSMD of the 12 months of a given year is

the PSMDmax.

Figure 2c shows the spatial distribution of average annual baseline PSMDmax using

the observed Met Office gridded dataset. The FFC dataset captures a similar but broader

range of natural climate variability than annual Maximum Potential Soil Moisture Deficit

derived from observed data over the period 1961-1990, as shown in Figure S2

(supplementary material). The period 1961-1990 was selected as the baseline to be consistent

with the UKCP09 (Murphy et al., 2009) and previous studies (Arnell, 2003; Johnson et al.,

2009; Charlton and Arnell, 2011; Christierson et al., 2012; Hannaford and Buys, 2012)

To study the relationship between PSMDmax and surface water abstraction for

irrigation, the annual PSMDmax of each year for 1999-2011 was calculated as the arithmetic

average2 of the PSMDmax for each 5km x 5km grid for each CAMS unit in England. This

period corresponds to the longest within which both climatic and license abstraction data

were available. Irrigation abstraction (and hence headroom) depends on climate. Thus,

relationships between annual PSMDmax and the annual average licence headroom were

derived by linear regressions in each CAMS unit for each headroom group over the period

1999-2011. For a small number of catchments, the correlation was not statistically

significant. This could be related to growers in those catchments having high spare capacity

in their licenses and thus the abstraction pattern not following changes in PSMDmax; or due

2 The arithmetic average was used given the uncertainty in the distribution of irrigated cropping in England.
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to significant proportion of the licence holders having invested in winter storage (and

associated winter abstraction licences), so that abstraction from summer surface water

licences becomes largely uncoupled from the annual irrigation need determined by the

PSMDmax. Only those CAMS with more than 10 licenses where the correlations were

statistically significant (p value < 0.05) according to the Pearson correlation coefficient with a

confidence level of 95% were subsequently used in the analysis.

2.2.2. Deriving irrigation licence usage using the Future Flows Climate dataset

The relationships between historical annual PSMDmax and the average licence

headroom per headroom group and CAMS, derived from the analysis described in section

2.2.1, were applied to projected annual PSMDmax values derived from FFC for the baseline

(1961-90) and future (2071-2100) periods, matching each CAMS unit with the most

extensive Future Flows catchment within it. Cumulative probability distribution functions of

annual headroom (considering the 11-member ensemble as a single population) for each

headroom group were calculated per CAMS unit, and annual probabilities of non-exceeding

30%, 20% and 10% headroom were calculated for the baseline and future periods.

2.3. Risk of mandatory drought restrictions on surface irrigation abstraction

Under Section 57 of the Water Resources Act 1991 (Emergency variations of licences

for spray irrigation purposes), the Environment Agency has the power to impose emergency

restrictions on irrigation abstraction where there has been an exceptional shortage of rainfall,

in order to protect the environment and public water supply. Traditionally, this type of

restrictions has been only applied to surface water abstraction for irrigation. Thus, this study

focuses on surface water only. Although the triggers used to define these restrictions vary

slightly across the country, they are generally similar and related to hydrological low flow

indicators and forecasted rainfall (Environment Agency, 2012a; 2012b; 2012c). For the
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purpose of this study, only the Level 1 restrictions (mandatory 50% reduction in abstraction)

are considered. For Level 1 restrictions to be imposed in a catchment, river flows should be

below the daily flow with an exceedance probability of 95% for that month (Q95) for 21

consecutive days; and little or no rainfall forecast. As no threshold is defined by the EA to

characterize “little or no rainfall forecast”, the accumulated precipitation in 5 days that is

exceeded 50% of the time (hereafter referred to as P50) was used after consultation with EA

staff, to reflect higher thresholds in wetter parts of the country and the typical time limit of

rainfall forecasts. P50 and monthly Q95 values were calculated for each CAMS unit for the

baseline period for each of the 11 ensembles, using rainfall data from FFC and river flow data

from FFH. These thresholds and rules were applied to the river flow and rainfall data for each

CAMS unit for the baseline and future periods to assess the changing annual probability of a

Level 1 restriction being imposed across the ensemble under baseline and future climatic

conditions.

2.4. Analysing the change in surface water availability risk for irrigation

For long term farm business planning and risk management, knowledge of the

probability of not being able to optimally irrigate is critical, regardless of its cause (whether

from volumetric licence limits or mandatory abstraction restrictions). Thus, both risks have

been combined into a single risk metric to assess how climate change will impact surface

water reliability for irrigation in a particular CAMS unit. There are no standard thresholds of

risk, as different farmers will have different levels of tolerable risk. Therefore, the thresholds

in Table 1 were identified by expert judgement, reflecting the lower acceptable levels of risk

associated with mandatory abstraction restrictions (over which farmers have no control)

compared to volumetric licence limits (against which farmers can proactively modify their

irrigation regimes to reduce the likelihood of running out of water).
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3. Results

3.1. Effect of agroclimate on irrigation abstraction

The drier the climate, the higher the potential need for irrigation and thus the lower

the licence headroom (% of unused license) will be. The relationship between climate and

water abstraction is stronger for the low headroom group. The statistical significance of the

correlation varies spatially, as showed in Figure 3 for the three headroom categories. For the

low headroom group, correlation is significant in central and eastern England, where the

number of licences (Figure 2a), volumetric surface water abstraction for irrigation (Figure 2b)

and average annual PSMDmax (Figure 2c) are the greatest. However, the correlations are

significant in almost all catchments in which there are at least 10 surface water irrigation

licences (see Tables S1-S3 in the supplementary material for a full description of the

regression coefficients). Figure 4a shows an example of the linear regressions obtained in the

Broadland Rivers CAMS for each headroom group, located in eastern England.

3.2. Current and future risk of sub-optimal irrigation due to volumetric surface

water abstraction licence limits

Across England, licence headroom is projected to be lower in the future period as

increasing aridity (PSMDmax) lead to increased irrigation needs and hence abstraction. The

greatest impacts affect the low headroom group. As an example, Figure 4b shows the current

and future cumulative probability distribution of annual headroom for each group for the

Broadland Rivers CAMS, where the annual probability of using 80% of the licensed

volumetric limit (i.e., probability of having 20% headroom) rises from 0.23 for the baseline

(1961-1990) to 0.72 in the future (2071-2098) for the low headroom group. Figure 5a shows

the current and future probability of using more than 80% of the licensed volumetric limit. In

the future, this is projected to exceed 0.7 in the low headroom group in 45% of the 45 CAMS
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units analysed. Results are also presented in Figure S3 for 10% and 30% headroom to

demonstrate the limited sensitivity of the spatial patterns to the chosen threshold, whilst Table

2 shows the number of CAMS where the probability of having less than 30, 20 and 10%

headroom is expected to exceed 0.5 and 0.7 in the low headroom group.

In general, the risk of using a high proportion of the licensed volumetric limit, and

therefore having low headroom, is greatest in central and eastern England, where most

irrigated agriculture is currently located. In the west and in the north, the current lower risk is

a consequence of low irrigation demand due to higher precipitation and lower

evapotranspiration. However, the results show significant future headroom reductions in

these areas due to higher PSMDmax, with almost all CAMS units having a future annual

probability of using more than 80% of the licensed volumetric limit of greater than 0.2.

3.3. Risk of mandatory drought restrictions on abstraction for irrigation

Figure 5b shows the annual probability of mandatory Level 1 restrictions being

imposed on surface water abstraction for irrigation for the baseline and future periods.

Although this annual probability does not exceed 0.05 in the baseline period, it is projected to

increase in all catchments in the future. However, in contrast to the spatial changes in the

analysis of licence headroom (Figure 5a), the increase in the annual risk of mandatory

drought restrictions is higher in the northwest, west and southwest, reaching up to 0.3 in some

CAMS in the future. Irrigators within the medium and high headroom categories will be

similarly exposed to the risk of abstraction restrictions as these drought management rules

apply equally to all surface water irrigators.

3.4. Combined risk of abstraction licensing limits and restrictions

Figure 5c shows the changes in the combined risk of not having access to sufficient

water for irrigation in a given year for the low headroom group, either because of the
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volumetric limits on each surface water abstraction licence or because of mandatory

abstraction restrictions being imposed during the irrigation season. Having Level 1

restrictions imposed during the baseline period (1961-1990) has a low probability and thus

the risk to irrigators is principally due to volumetric licence limits, notably in the east and

south east which are the most agriculturally productive regions. Although aridity is expected

to increase everywhere in the country, these areas are also projected to remain the driest parts

of England and will be exposed to the highest risk over the period 2071-2098. In contrast,

western England and parts of the south west are projected to be at most risk of being

constrained by mandatory abstraction restrictions in the future. For the medium and the high

headroom groups, the risk of running out of water for irrigation is relatively low as they have

spare capacity, even though licence use is expected to increase for all headroom groups but

are equally at risk from mandatory abstraction restrictions in the future.

4. Discussion

This study analyses the impact of climate change on future surface water availability

risks for irrigated agriculture in England, focusing on both volumetric limits on individual

abstraction licences and mandatory abstraction restrictions imposed at the catchment-scale by

the water regulator. Our results show a general increase in irrigation abstraction (expressed

as a decrease in the licence headroom) in the future (2071-2098) in response to greater

aridity, consistent with previous studies for the UK (Weatherhead and Knox 1997;

Weatherhead and Knox, 2000; HR Wallington, 2012; Weatherhead et al., 2015). However,

these studies assumed that irrigation is unconstrained at both licence and catchment scales.

This paper presents the first attempt to provide a risk-based assessment of the future

probability of irrigators being constrained by the abstraction licensing system and/or

mandatory surface water abstraction restrictions during drought.
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Irrigators in the medium and low headroom groups are shown to be the most affected

by the projected change in climate, as they are already abstracting a significant part of their

licensed volume in most dry years. However, there are many other factors that would

influence abstraction for irrigation purposes, such as crop type, irrigated area, yield and

quality standards imposed by retailers and water-saving strategies. Increasing summer aridity

will lead to increasing risks of their abstraction being curtailed due to volumetric licence

limits, with greater economic impact in the highly productive irrigated areas in eastern and

southern England (Rey et al., 2016), where Vasileiou et al. (2014) showed that a 10%

reduction in water use due to abstraction limitations in eastern England leads to an average

6% fall in net margin. In contrast, the high headroom group which represents those farmers

who abstract a low proportion of their licence (due to growing a relatively small irrigated

crop area in comparison to their licence volume) will be largely unaffected by the direct

impacts of climate change on irrigation need, unless their licenses are revised as part of the

abstraction reform plan.

In contrast, all surface water licences in all CAMS units are projected to have a higher

risks of being under mandatory 50% (Level 1) abstraction restrictions in the future period due

to reduced summer low river flows, but especially in northern and western England.

Although these regions are wetter than the south and east of the country, the river flows are

more sensitive to drought as groundwater contributes less baseflow to sustain river flows

during low rainfall periods due to the soil and geological characteristics of those regions

The results therefore show that the underlying drivers of increased future risk of

constraint on surface water abstraction for irrigation differ in space (due to spatial differences

in climate and hydrogeology) and between irrigators (due to differences in attitudes to risk

and availability of land that manifest in differences in headroom). However, it is
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acknowledged that there are limitations to this study that arise due to the design of the

FutureFlows project (and associated datasets) and due to lack of data.

Firstly, the difficulties of simulating river discharges during extreme events such as

droughts are well recognized. Although the simulated river discharge within the Future

Flows Hydrology dataset typically show the largest departures from observed river discharge

during dry conditions and in drier regions, this is mainly attributed to climate rather than

hydrological modelling uncertainty. As no systematic bias was identified in FFH and

following common practice, it is assumed here that the modelled signal of hydrological

change is attributable to the climate change and does not contain any systematic bias

(Prudhomme et al., 2012a). In addition, the distribution of changes in low flow in FFH has

been shown to cover most of the spread obtained from using the UKCP09 climate change

factors (Prudhomme et al., 2012a). These were designed to capture most of the climate

model structure and parameter uncertainty, and are still the most comprehensive to date for

the UK.

Secondly, the FFC and FFH results used in this study are based on the SRES A1B

emissions scenarios (IPCC, 2000), a plausible but not extreme view of possible future

conditions. The evolution of atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations in these scenarios is

broadly similar to the Representative Concentration Profile (RCP) 6.0 (Melillo et al., 2014).

We recognize that using different emissions scenarios or RCPs might give more optimistic

(based on the Paris accord and RCP 2.8 or 4.0) or pessimistic (based on current emissions

trajectories and RCP8.5) results.

Finally, our derived relationships between the annual indictor of aridity (PSMDmax)

and surface water irrigation abstraction (expressed as annual licence headroom) assumes that

the cropped area, crop mix and irrigation technologies used within each headroom group in

each CAMS unit remain constant, due to the lack of spatial baseline data on irrigated
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cropping distribution and the associated abstraction licences. Future land use change

projections are highly complex and subject to a high degree of uncertainty (Holman et al.,

2017). Previous landuse change modelling studies have demonstrated the importance of

future socioeconomic conditions and cross-sectoral interactions as drivers for change in the

agricultural sector, in combination with climatic conditions (Harrison et al., 2015). However,

these studies did not distinguish between irrigated and rainfed cropping or assess how the

distribution of crops such as vegetables and soft fruit will change in the UK in the future.

Regarding irrigation technologies, changes in irrigation efficiency in England are likely to be

relatively unimportant given the current high efficiency of irrigation due to the high capital

and operating costs that growers face. Similarly, as irrigation in the UK is supplemental to

rainfall and focused primarily on delivering high-quality produce, it is unlikely that growers

will switch to drought resistant varieties unless they can match food quality requirements.

Nevertheless, growers are likely to autonomously adapt to changing conditions.

Consequently, we have deliberately studied the future risk of having insufficient licensed

water separately from the risk of abstraction restrictions in a given year as their implications

and available management options at the farm level are very different. In the case of an

abstractor getting close to their abstraction licence limit, this has a relatively long lead time

and the farm business can adapt their activity to reduce the financial impacts. Such

adaptation can be anticipatory (long-term planning), such as investing in on-farm storage

and/or more efficient irrigation systems (Knox and Weatherhead 2005; Daccache et al.,

2015), seeking other alternative water sources (if available) or changing the crop mix and/or

the irrigated area. It can also be re-active (short-term adaptation), giving priority in that

season to high value crops or seeking to obtain additional resources through water trading

(Fereres and Soriano, 2007; Iglesias et al., 2009; Kahil et al., 2015; Rey et al., 2015). In

contrast, mandatory abstraction restrictions imposed by the regulator during a drought period
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may have little forewarning and an unknown duration, providing limited coping strategies for

those farmers without an on-farm reservoir. The economic consequences of such restrictions

regarding crop yield and quality can be very severe (Rey et al., 2016). That is why irrigators

in some areas of eastern England agreed on early voluntary abstraction restrictions during the

last drought (2010-2012) to avoid mandatory ones later in the season (Rey et al., 2017).

As water availability risks increase in the future, abstraction management strategies

will need to evolve to meet competing needs in the face of expected increased climatic

variability whilst minimizing adverse economic impacts (Holman and Trawick, 2011).

Making the most of available water resources will become increasingly important through,

for example, providing flexibility to abstract water for on-farm reservoirs during summer

runoff events; re-allocating water held within unused or partly used abstraction licences in

dry years and enhancing water trading to release this potential, hence promoting both

economic and water use efficiency (Möller-Gulland, 2010; Rey, 2014); and strategic water

transfers from wetter to drier areas (Gupta and Van der Zaag, 2008; Water UK, 2016). These

may require a more collaborative approach to water management between abstractors and

environmental regulators and a greater role for Water Abstractor Groups (Leathes et al.,

2008; Whaley and Weatherhead, 2015a; Whaley and Weatherhead, 2015b). The outcomes of

this first national assessment of climate change impacts on supplemental irrigation water

availability risks highlights the importance of developing such collaborative approaches to

reduce future impacts whilst balancing competing demands and food security.

5. Conclusion

In Europe, climate change is expected to increase temperatures, modify rainfall

patterns, intensify drought frequency and severity, and lead to increased crop water demand.

Consequently, supplemental irrigation is likely to become more important to agriculture to
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maintain crop yields and quality in currently humid climates, but abstraction is likely to face

increasing risk of being constrained during droughts to protect the environment and public

water supply. This study presents the first risk-based assessment of the future annual

probability of irrigators being unable to irrigate optimally due to the constraints of an

abstraction licensing system and/or mandatory abstraction restrictions during drought in

England. The results show that the causes of increased risk differ spatially, with future

constraints from volumetric abstraction licence limits becoming more important in the drier

parts of the country in the east England, and mandatory abstraction restrictions due to future

low river levels during droughts becoming more frequent in the north and west due to the

reduced buffering effect of baseflow from groundwater.

Based on our results, the increase in water availability risks for irrigation in the

coming decades will pose a significant challenge for the sector. This highlights the

importance of agricultural adaptation strategies and demonstrates the increasing need for

collaborative working between growers and the regulator to ensure water related risks are

minimized and the negative consequences of drought management actions (e.g., abstraction

restrictions) are mitigated..

Acknowledgments

This research forms part of the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC)

programme on Droughts and Water Scarcity funded through the MaRIUS project

[NE/L010186/1]. We acknowledge the Environment Agency for access to abstraction

licensing data, the UK Meteorological Office for climate data and Environment Agency staff

for valuable advice during this research. We also thank Bethany Hall, MSc student at

Cranfield University. Any enquiries for access to the data referred to in this article should be

directed to researchdata@cranfield.ac.uk.



20

References

Allen, R.G., Pereira, L.S., Raes, D., Smith, M., Ab, W., 1998. Crop evapotranspiration - guidelines

for computing crop water requirements - FAO Irrigation and Drainage paper 56. Rome: Food and

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.

Arnell, N.W., 2003. Relative effects of multi-decadal climatic variability and changes in the mean

and variability of climate due to global warming: future streamflows in Britain. J Hydrol. 270(3-4),

195-213, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1694(02)00288-3.

Bindi, M., Olesen, J.E., 2011. The responses of agriculture in Europe to climate change. Reg

Environ Change. 11(1), 151–158, http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10113-010-0173-x.

Charlton, M.B., Arnell, N.W., 2011. Adapting to climate change impacts on water resources in

England-An assessment of draft Water Resources Management Plans. Glob Environ Change. 21(1),

238–248, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2010.07.012.

Christierson, B.V., Vidal, J., Wade, S.D., 2012. Using UKCP09 probabilistic climate information for

UK water resource planning. J Hydrol. 425, 48-67, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2011.12.020.

Daccache, A., Knox, J.W., Weatherhead, E.K., Daneshkhah, A., Hess, T.M., 2015. Implementing

precision irrigation in a humid climate-Recent experiences and on-going challenges. Agr Water

Manage. 147, 135–143, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.agwat.2014.05.018.

De Silva, C.S., Weatherhead, E.K., Knox, J.W., Rodriguez-Diaz, J.A., 2007. Predicting the impacts

of climate change-A case study of paddy irrigation water requirements in Sri Lanka. Agr Water

Manage. 93(1-2), 19–29, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.agwat.2007.06.003.

Defra, 2011. Water usage in agriculture and horticulture. Results from the Farm Business Survey

2009/10 and the Irrigation Survey 2010. Defra

Defra (2017). Water Abstraction Plan 2017. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/water-

abstraction-plan-2017 (accessed 3rd April 2018).

Environment Agency, 2012a. Section 57 spray irrigation restrictions. Bristol: Environment Agency.



21

Environment Agency, 2012b. Anglian Drought Plan. Bristol: Environment Agency.

Environment Agency, 2012c. South East Region Drought Plan. Bristol: Environment Agency.

Environment Agency, 2013. Managing water abstraction. Bristol: Environment Agency.

Environment Agency , 2015. Drought Response: Our Framework for England. Bristol: Environment

Agency.

Falloon, P., Betts, R., 2010. Climate impacts on European agriculture and water management in the

context of adaptation and mitigation-The importance of an integrated approach. Sci Total Environ.

408(23), 5667–5687, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2009.05.002.

Fereres, E., Soriano, M.A., 2007. Deficit irrigation for reducing agricultural water use. J Exp Bot.

58(2), 147-159, http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/jxb/erl165.

Fischer, G., Tubiello, F.N., Velthuizen, H.V., Wiberg, D.A., 2007. Climate change impacts on

irrigation water requirements : Effects of mitigation, 1990 – 2080.  Technol Forecast Soc.  74(7), 

1083-1107, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2006.05.021.

FAO, 2002. World agriculture: towards 2015/2030 Summary report. Rome: Food and Agriculture

Organisation of the United Nations.

Gerten, D., Heinke, J., Hoff, H., Biemans, H., Fader, M., Waha, K., 2011. Global Water Availability

and Requirements for Future Food Production. J Hydrometeorol. 12(5), 885–899,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/2011JHM1328.1.

Griffiths, J., Young, A.R., Keller, V., 2006. Continuous estimation of river flows (CERF) - technical

report: Task 1.3: Model scheme for representing rainfall interception and soil moisture. EA R&D

Project W6-101. Wallingford: CEH.

Gupta, J., Van der Zaag, P., 2008. Interbasin water transfers and integrated water resources

management: Where engineering, science and politics interlock. Phys Chem Earth. 33(1-2), 28-40,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pce.2007.04.003.



22

Hannaford J., Buys, G., 2012. Trends in seasonal river flow regimes in the UK. J Hydrol. 475, 158-

174, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2012.09.044.

Harrison, P.A., Dunford., R.W., Savin, C., Rounsevell, M.D.A., Holman, I.P., Kedebe, A.S., Stuch,

B., 2015. Cross-sectoral impacts of climate change and socio-economic change for multiple,

European land- and water-based sectors. Climatic Change 128, 279-292.

Henriques, C., Holman, I.P., Audsley, E., Pearn, K., 2008. An interactive multi-scale integrated

assessment of future regional water availability for agricultural irrigation in East Anglia and North

West England. Climatic Change. 90(1-2), 89–111, http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10584-008-9459-0.

Hess, T., Knox, J.W, Kay, M., Weatherhead, E.K., 2011. Managing the water footprint of irrigated

food production in England and Wales. Issues Environ Sci Technol. 31, 78–92,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/9781849732253-00078.

Holman, I.P., Brown, C., Janes, V., Sandars, D., 2017. Can we be certain about future land use change

in Europe? A multi-scenario, integrated-assessment analysis. Ag Systems 151, 126-135.

Holman, I.P., Trawick, P., 2011. Developing adaptive capacity within groundwater abstraction

management systems. J Environ Manage. 92(6), 1542–1549,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2011.01.008.

HR Wallington, 2012. Climate change risk assessment for the agriculture sector. London: Defra.

Iglesias, C.A., Garrote, L., Cancelliere, A., Cubillo, F., Wilthite, D.A. (Eds), 2009. Coping with

Drought Risk in Agriculture and Water Supply Systems, Springer. 322 pp. ISBN: 978-1-4020-9044-

8.

IPCC, 2000. IPCC Special Report of Emissions Scenarios. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change. https://ipcc.ch/pdf/special-reports/spm/sres-en.pdf

Johnson, A.C., Acreman, M.C., Dunbar, M.J., Feist, S.W., Giacomello, A.M., Gozlan, R.E., Hinsley,

S.A., Ibbotson, A.T., Jarvie, H.P., Jones, J.I., Longshaw, M., Maberly, S.C., Marsh, T.J., Neal, C.,

Newman, J.R., Nunn, M.A., Pickup, R.W., Reynard, N.S., Sullivan, C.A., Sumpter, J.P., Williams,



23

R.J., 2009. The British river of the future: How climate change and human activity might affect two

contrasting river ecosystems in England. Sci Total Environ. 407, 4787-4798,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2009.05.018.

Kahil, M.T., Connor, J.D., Albiac, J., 2015. Efficient water management policies for irrigation

adaptation to climate change in Southern Europe. Ecol Econ. 120, 226-233,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.11.004.

Knox, J.W., Weatherhead, E.K., Bradley, R.I., 1997. Mapping the total volumetric irrigation water

requirements in England and Wales. Agri Water Manage. 33(1), 1–18,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0378-3774(96)01285-1.

Knox, J.W., Weatherhead, E.K., 2005. The growth of trickle irrigation in England and Wales: Data,

regulation and water resource impacts. Irrig and Drain. 54(2), 135–143,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ird.163.

Knox, J.W., Kay, M.G, Weatherhead, E.K., 2012. Water regulation, crop production, and agricultural

water management-Understanding farmer perspectives on irrigation efficiency, Agr Water Manage.

108, 3–8, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.agwat.2011.06.007.

Leathes, W., Knox, J.W., Kay, M.G., Trawick, P., Rodriguez Diaz, J.A., 2008. Developing UK

farmers’ institutional capacity to defend their water rights and effectively manage limited water

resources. Irrig Drain. 57, 322-331, http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ird.436.

Mills, J., Dwyer, J., 2009. EU Environmental Regulations in Agriculture. Countryside and

Community Research Institute.

Melillo, J.M., Terese (T.C.) Richmond, Yohe, G.W., 2014. Climate Change Impacts in the United

States: The Third National Climate Assessment. U.S. Global Change Research Program. 841 pp,

http://dx.doi.org/10.7930/J0Z31WJ2.

Möller-Gulland, J., 2010. The Initiation of Formal Water Markets – Global experiences applied to

England. Dissertation, University of Oxford.



24

Murphy, J.M., Sexton, D.M.H., Jenkins, G.J., Booth, B.B.B., Brown, C.C., Clark, R.T., Collins, M.,

Harris, G.R., Kendon, E.J., Betts, R.A., Brown, S.J., Humphrey, K.A., Mccarthy, M.P., Mcdonald,

R.E., Stephens, A., Wallace, C., Warren, R., Wilby, R., Wood, R.A., 2009. UK climate projections

science report: Climate change projections. Exeter, UK: Met Office Hadley Centre.

Prudhomme, C., Haxton, T., Crooks, S., Jackson, C., Barkwith, A., Williamson, J., Kelvin, J.,

Mackay, J., Wang, L., Young, A., Watts, G., 2013. Future Flows Hydrology: an ensemble of daily

river flow and monthly groundwater levels for use for climate change impact assessment across Great

Britain. Earth Syst Sci Data. 5, 101-107, http://dx.doi.org/10.5194/essd-5-101-2013.

Prudhomme, C., Crooks, S., Jackson, C., Kelvin, J., Mackay, Young, J.A., 2012a. Future flows and

groundwater levels - final report - science report/project note – SC090016/PN8. Wallingford: CEH.

Prudhomme, C., Dadson, S., Morris, D., Williamson, J., Goodsell, G., Crooks, S., Boelee, L., Davies,

H., Buys, G., Lafon, T., Watts, G., 2012b. Future flows climate: An ensemble of 1-km climate

change projections for hydrological application in Great Britain. Earth Syst Sci Data. 4, 143-148,

http://dx.doi.org/10.5194/essd-4-143-2012.

Rees, B., Cessford, F., Connelly, R., Cowan, J., Bowell, R., Weatherhead, E.K., Knox, J.W., Twite,

C.L., Morris, J., 2003. Optimum use of Water for Industry and Agriculture: Phase 3 - Best Practice

Manual. Bristol: Environment Agency.

Rey, D. 2014. Water option contracts for reducing water supply risks: an application to the Tagus-

Segura Transfer. PhD Dissertation. Technical University of Madrid.

Rey, D., Holman, I.P., Daccache, A., Morris, J., Weatherhead, E.K., Knox, J.W., 2016. Modelling and

mapping the economic value of supplemental irrigation in a humid climate. Agr Water Manage. 173,

13–22, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.agwat.2016.04.017.

Rey, D., Calatrava, J., Garrido, A., 2015. Optimization of water procurement decisions in an

irrigation district: the role of option contracts. Aust J Agr and Resour Ec. 60, 130-154,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-8489.12110.



25

Rey, D., Holman, I.P, Knox, J.W., 2017. Developing drought resilience in irrigated agriculture in the

face of increasing water scarcity. Reg Environ Change. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10113-017-1116-

6.

Rodriguez Diaz, J.A., Weatherhead, E.K., Knox, J.W., Camacho, E., 2007. Climate change impacts

on irrigation water requirements in the Guadalquivir river basin in Spain. Reg Environ Change. 7(3),

149–159, http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10113-007-0035-3.

Vasileiou, K., Mitropoulos, P., Mitropoulos, I., 2014. Optimizing the performance of irrigated

agriculture in eastern England under different water pricing and regulation strategies. Nat Resour

Model. 27(1), 128-150, http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/nrm.12022.

Water UK, 2016. Water resources long term planning framework (2015-2065). Water UK.

Whaley, L., Weatherhead, E.K., 2015a. Competition, conflict, and compromise: Three discourses

used by irrigators in England and their implications for the co-management of water resources. Water

Altern. 8(1), 800–819.

Whaley, L., Weatherhead, E.K., 2015b. Using the politicized institutional analysis and development

framework to analyze (Adaptive) comanagement: Farming and water resources in England. Ecol and

Soc. 20(3), 43, http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-07769-200343.

Weatherhead, E.K., Knox, J.W., 1997. Peak Demands from Spray Irrigation. Journal CIWEM. 11,

305–309, http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-6593.1997.tb00133.x.

Weatherhead, E.K., Knox, J.W., 2000. Predicting and mapping the future demand for irrigation water

in England and Wales. Agr Water Manage. 43(2), 203–218, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0378-

3774(99)00058-X.

Weatherhead, E.K., Howden, N.J.K., 2009. The relationship between land use and surface water

resources in the UK. Land Use Policy. 26(1), 243–250,

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2009.08.007.



26

Weatherhead, K., Knox, J.W., Hess, T., Daccache, A., 2015. Exploring irrigation futures:

Developments in demand forecasting. Outlook Agr. 44(2), 119–126,

http://dx.doi.org/10.5367/oa.2015.0201.


