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Abstract This paper presents a preliminary assessment of the relative effects of rate of
climate change (four Representative Concentration Pathways - RCPs), assumed future
population (five Shared Socio-economic Pathways - SSPs), and pattern of climate change
(19 CMIP5 climate models) on regional and global exposure to water resources stress and
river flooding. Uncertainty in projected future impacts of climate change on exposure to
water stress and river flooding is dominated by uncertainty in the projected spatial and
seasonal pattern of change in climate. There is little clear difference in impact between
RCP2.6, RCP4.5 and RCP6.0 in 2050, and between RCP4.5 and RCP6.0 in 2080. Impacts
under RCP8.5 are greater than under the other RCPs in 2050 and 2080. For a given RCP,
there is a difference in the absolute numbers of people exposed to increased water resources
stress or increased river flood frequency between the five SSPs. With the ‘middle-of-the-
road’ SSP2, climate change by 2050 would increase exposure to water resources stress for
between approximately 920 and 3,400 million people under the highest RCP, and increase
exposure to river flood risk for between 100 and 580 million people. Under RCP2.6,
exposure to increased water scarcity would be reduced in 2050 by 22-24 %, compared to
impacts under the RCP8.5, and exposure to increased flood frequency would be reduced by
around 16 %. The implications of climate change for actual future losses and adaptation
depend not only on the numbers of people exposed to changes in risk, but also on the
qualitative characteristics of future worlds as described in the different SSPs. The difference
in ‘actual’ impact between SSPs will therefore be greater than the differences in numbers of
people exposed to impact.

1 Introduction

It is widely recognised that anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases are likely to lead to
changes in climate over the 21st century and beyond, and the impacts of these changes have
the potential to be substantial. However, the projected impacts of climate change depend on
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future emissions of greenhouse gases, how these emissions translate into geographical and
seasonal changes in climate, the state of the society and economy to which these changes
apply, and the models used to estimate impacts from specified changes in climate.

Future emissions and the future state of society are inherently unknowable, and are typically
represented by suites of plausible scenarios. Many studies have used the IPCC’s SRES
scenarios (IPCC 2000) to characterise future emissions and socio-economic characteristics.
The emissions trajectories in these scenarios were determined by the assumed socio-economic
conditions; the A2 socio-economic storyline is matched with an A2 emissions profile, and so
on. However, such an approach does not readily allow an assessment of the relative importance
of emissions trajectories (or the rate of climate change) versus socio-economic futures on the
potential consequences of climate change. A new assessment methodology therefore adopts a
‘matrix’ approach, assessing impacts under different combinations of rate of change and socio-
economic futures (Moss et al. 2010; van Vuuren et al. 2012). Under this approach, the rate of
climate change is characterised by four Representative Concentration Pathways (RCPs: Moss
et al. 2010; van Vuuren et al. 2011a), defining different amounts of radiative forcing on the
atmosphere. Socio-economic futures are characterised by five Shared Socio-economic
Pathways (SSPs: O’Neill et al. 2012). In principle, each SSP can be combined with each
RCP to produce 5×4 combinations of projected impact, although some combinations of SSP
and RCP may be be unlikely to arise in practice.

The translation of RCPs into changes in climate and impacts is uncertain in a different way.
The uncertainty arises because of a lack of understanding of how processes operate and
challenges in the representation of processes within climate and impact models. Uncertainty
in projections of geographical and seasonal changes in climate is typically accounted for by
using an ensemble of climate models. Under the CMIP (Coupled Model Intercomparison
Project) phase 5 exercise (CMIP5: Taylor et al. 2012), climate modelling groups have applied
a number of climate models to produce an ensemble of estimates of change in climate for each
RCP. In contrast, impacts assessments have so far typically used only one impacts model.

Assessments of climate change as simulated with CMIP5 models forced by RCPs are
beginning to appear in the literature (e.g. Scheff and Frierson 2012; Monerie et al. 2012;
Diffenbaugh and Giorgi 2012; Knutti and Sedláĉek 2013), but so far only one socio-
economic impact assessment has been published (Hanasaki et al. 2013). This paper presents
a preliminary assessment of the global and regional scale impacts of climate change on
exposure to water scarcity and changes in the frequency of river flooding, using the new
matrix methodology. It estimates impacts in 2050 and 2080, under different combinations of
rate of climate forcing (RCPs) and socio-economic futures (SSPs), using a suite of 19
CMIP5 climate models to characterise uncertainty in the geographical and seasonal pattern
of change in climate.

2 Scenarios and indicators

2.1 Introduction

The methodology has the following stages:

(i) define climate change scenarios from each of 19 climate models forced with each RCP,
representing changes in 2040–2069 (‘2050s’) and 2070–2099 (‘2080s’) relative to 1961–1990;

(ii) apply these changes to the CRU TS3.10 (Harris et al. 2013) 0.5×0.5° gridded
1961–1990 climate time series using the delta method;
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(iii) run a global-scale hydrological model with the baseline climate and the future
climates;

(iv) combine hydrological impacts under each RCP and climate model with each of the
five SSPs to estimate impacts on exposure to water resources stress and changes in
river flood frequency. In each case, the impacts of climate change in a given year are
expressed relative to the situation in that year in the absence of climate change.

Impacts are calculated at the 0.5×0.5° resolution, and then aggregated to the regional scale.

2.2 Climate scenarios

The four RCPs represent different trajectories of anthropogenic radiative forcing on the
atmosphere. RCP2.6, RCP4.5, RCP6.0 and RCP8.5 respectively represent forcings of 2.6,
4.5, 6.0 and 8.5 W/m2 by 2100 (RCP2.6 has a peak forcing of 3 W/m2 before declining to
2.6 W/m2). The RCPs differ not only in their radiative forcings but also in the assumed
pathways for changes in aerosols.

Scenarios have been constructed from 19 CMIP5 climate models (Supplementary
Table 1) which have been run for all four RCPs. Figure 1 shows the change in global mean
temperature under each RCP for each of the 19 models, together with the ensemble mean
temperature change for each RCP. For a given RCP, the range in change in global mean
temperature across the 19 models is between 1.1 °C and 1.3 °C in 2050. The broad spatial
and seasonal patterns of change in climate are similar, but are some substantial differences in
some areas between models (Allan et al. 2013). Knutti and Sedláĉek (2013) note that both
the spatial patterns of change and the spread across CMIP5 models are similar to those
produced by the previous generation CMIP3 models. The assessment here assumes that all
of the 19 climate models are equally plausible, but the models are in fact not all independent.
The 19 models represent variants of 10 different models, and Knutti et al. (2013) classify
models into ‘families’ based on their genealogy and component parts.

The climate scenarios were developed by extracting time series for monthly temperature,
precipitation, vapour pressure and cloud cover for the model periods 2040–2069 and 2070–2099,
and comparingmonthlymeanswithmeans calculated over themodel years 1961–1990. Only one

Fig. 1 Change in global mean temperature, relative to 1961–1990, under the four RCPs. The plot shows the
individual model projections, plus the ensemble mean for each RCP
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realisation was used for each climate model. The climate data are interpolated from the native
climatemodel resolution (ranging from 1.1×1.1° to 2.8×2.8°: Supplementary Table 1) to 0.5×0.5°
using spherical interpolation. The scenarios represent only changes in 30-year mean monthly
climate. There is no change in the relative variability in climate from year to year.

Future 30-year time series were constructed by applying the model scenarios to the CRU
TS3.1 1961–1990 time series. Precipitation and vapour pressure changes were applied
multiplicatively, whilst temperature and cloud cover changes were applied additively. The
number of rain days in each month is assumed unchanged, so precipitation intensity on each
day in a month changes by the same rate. There is evidence (Allan and Soden 2008) that
climate change would lead to disproportionate increases in precipitation during high precip-
itation events, but this is not incorporated here.

2.3 The global hydrological model

River flows are simulated across the global domain at a spatial resolution of 0.5×0.5° using the
global hydrological model MacPDM.09 (Gosling and Arnell 2011; Arnell and Gosling 2013a).
MacPDM.09 calculates the water balance on a daily time step from precipitation and potential
evaporation, and river flows are generated by quick flow from saturated parts of the catchment
and slow flow from drainage from soil and groundwater. Daily input data are disaggregated
stochastically from the monthly climate inputs, and the model is run 20 times to produce 20 30-
year sequences for each grid cell. River flows are routed within each grid cell to simulate daily
flow regimes typical of small to medium-sized catchments (between 1,200 and 2,500 km2,
depending on latitude), but flows are not routed from one grid cell to another. Average annual
runoff is aggregated to the watershed scale for the estimation of water resources stress (Gosling
and Arnell 2013). There are approximately 1,300 watersheds worldwide (excluding Greenland
and Antarctica but including islands: Supplementary Figure 1), with the 10 to 90 % area range
between 8,000 and 250,000 km2. Flood frequency curves are calculated for each grid cell by
fitting a GEV distribution to the simulated 20×30 annual maximum daily flows (see Arnell and
Gosling 2013a for more details and a validation).

MacPDM.09 simulates river flow regimes well and is broadly consistent with other global
hydrological models (Haddeland et al. 2011), although—in common with other models—tends
to overestimate runoff in dry areas because evaporation of infiltrated runoff (for example
transmission loss along the river channel) is not included. Simulated changes in hydrological
behaviour are sensitive to hydrological model form, particularly representation of evaporation
(Hagemann et al. 2013). MacPDM.09 produces changes in runoff which are consistent with
those of other global hydrological models using the Penman-Monteith formulation.

2.4 Socio-economic scenarios

The Shared Socio-economic Pathways (SSPs) represent five different development pathways,
each with a different narrative description and a quantitative characterisation. The five SSPs are
distinguished on the basis of the socio-economic challenges to adaptation and mitigation
(O’Neill et al. 2012), as summarised in Table 1. The quantitative analysis here uses just the
SSP population projections, which make different assumptions about population fertility,
mortality and migration, together with education, in different groups of countries (https://
secure.iiasa.ac.at/web-apps/ene/SspDb). Any interpretation of the quantitative results, however,
needs to be made in the context of the narrative descriptions of the five development pathways.

The SSP population projections are currently only available at the national level, and so
preliminary projections at the 0.5×0.5° resolution were made by rescaling 0.5×0.5° SRES
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A1b population projections (from van Vuuren et al. 2007). These preliminary projections all
assume the same rate of urbanisation (as in SRES A1b), and do not therefore reflect the
different assumptions about urbanisation in the 5 SSPs. This would not substantially affect
estimated exposure to water resources stress, because this is calculated at the watershed
rather than individual grid cell level (see Section 2.5), but may have a larger effect on
estimated flood-prone populations.

The population living in river floodplains was estimated by combining the high-spatial
resolution CIESIN GRUMP gridded population data set (CIESIN 2004) with flood-prone
areas defined in the UN PREVIEW Global Risk Data Platform (preview.grid.unep.ch), and
calculating the proportion of the year 2000 population in each 0.5×0.5° grid cell living in
flood-prone areas. It is assumed that the proportion of grid cell population living in flood-
prone areas does not change over time, implying that there is no preferential movement
towards (or away from) flood-prone areas.

Table 2 shows the total global population and the population living in major river
floodplains in 2000, 2050 and 2080, under the five SSPs. Around 10 % of the world’s
population in 2000 lives in flood-prone areas, with 60 % of these in south and east Asia.
90 % of the year 2000 population lived in just 300 of the 1,300 watersheds, and around 260
watersheds had less than 10,000 people. Total population decreases after 2050 in both SSP1
and SSP5, but continues to increase in the other three SSPs. There are some differences in
the regional distribution of future population between the five SSPs, but these are small
compared to the differences in absolute regional populations between the SSPs.

2.5 Indicators of impact

A number of studies have assessed the impacts of climate change on exposure to water
resources stress, using several different metrics and aggregating over several different spatial
scales (e.g. Oki and Kanae 2006; Alcamo et al. 2007; Hanasaki et al. 2008, 2013; Rockstrom
et al. 2009; Hayashi et al. 2010; Gerten et al. 2011; Wada et al. 2011). Some global water
resources assessments use indices based on the relationship between withdrawals and
available supplies, and others also incorporate the effects of withdrawals and other human
interventions on the availability of water downstream. Here, exposure to water resources
stress is based on the simple indicator of average annual runoff per capita: a watershed is
deemed to be exposed to water resources stress if watershed average annual runoff is less
than 1,000 m3/capita/year. This is an arbitrary threshold, but one used in previous studies
(Alcamo et al. 2007; Hayashi et al. 2010; Arnell 2004; Arnell et al. 2011; Gosling and Arnell
2013). The simple indicator is used primarily to allow comparisons with previous assess-
ments. Projections of future water withdrawals are highly uncertain (compare the projections
made by Alcamo et al. (2007) and Shen et al. (2008) under SRES scenarios, for example).

Table 2 shows the global total number of people living in water-stressed watersheds in 2000,
2050 and 2080 under the five SSPs, assuming the 1961–1990 climate. The proportion of people

Table 1 Shared socio-economic pathways (O’Neill et al. 2012)

SSP1 Sustainability Low challenges to mitigation or adaptation

SSP2 Middle of the road Intermediate challenges

SSP3 Fragmentation High challenges to both mitigation and adaptation

SSP4 Inequality Low challenges to mitigation, but high adaptation challenges

SSP5 Conventional development Low challenges to adaptation, but high challenges to mitigation
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living in water-stressed watersheds increases from around 27 % in 2000 to between 41 % and
49% in 2050 due to population change alone. 69 % of the water-stressed people in 2000 live in
south and east Asia, with most of the rest in north Africa, central Asia and western Europe.

A change in exposure to water stress due to climate change is assumed to occur where
average annual runoff in water-stressed watersheds changes significantly or where runoff
either falls below the 1,000 m3/capita/year threshold or rises above it (see also Arnell 2004;
Arnell et al. 2011). A significant change in average annual runoff is greater than the standard
deviation of 30-year average annual runoff, which is typically between 5 % and 10 % of the
1961–1990 average annual runoff (Arnell and Gosling 2013a). Where runoff decreases
significantly, the water-stressed watershed population is exposed to an increase in stress,
and where runoff increases the watershed population sees an apparent reduction in stress. It
is not appropriate to calculate the net effect over a region partly because the adverse effects
of a reduction in water in water-stressed watersheds are likely to be more severe than the
beneficial effects of an increase, and partly because deficits in one major watershed are not
easily offset by increases in others (Arnell et al. 2011).

The impacts of climate change on river flood risk are much less well studied than impacts
on water resources (Arnell and Gosling 2013b). The indicator of impact used here is the
number of flood-prone people living in areas where the frequency of the baseline (1961–
1990) 20-year flood either doubles (occurs more frequently than one in 10 years) or halves
(occurs more rarely than one in 40 years). Again, these thresholds are arbitrary (although the
results are not very sensitive to changes in threshold definition), and because the indicator
does not incorporate any assumptions about levels of protection against flooding, does not
necessarily translate very closely into average annual numbers of people actually flooded.

3 Impacts at the global and regional scales

Figure 2 and Table 3 show the global scale impacts of climate change in 2050 on the
populations exposed to changes in water stress and frequency of river flooding, by RCP and
SSP, across the 19 climate models. The ensemble mean assumes all 19 models are equally
plausible.

Table 2 Total global population, water-stressed population and river flood-prone population. The water-
stressed population assumes 1961–1990 climate

SSP1 SSP2 SSP3 SSP4 SSP5

2000

Total population (m) 6092

Water-stressed population (m) 1559

Flood-prone population (m) 634

2050

Total population (m) 8411 9245 10233 9368 8508

Water-stressed population (m) 3286 4079 4774 4236 3350

Flood-prone population (m) 847 931 1041 907 846

2080

Total population (m) 7959 9782 12477 1073 8244

Water-stressed population (m) 3147 4480 6767 5556 3291

Flood-prone population (m) 763 936 1213 931 768

Climatic Change



There is clearly considerable variability in impact between climate models. With SSP2
and RCP8.5, for example, between 920 and 3,500 million people are exposed to increased
water stress, and between 100 and 580 million people are exposed to increased river flood
frequency. Similar numbers of water-stressed people live in watersheds with increased
runoff, but the numbers of flood-prone people experiencing a reduction in flood frequency
are smaller than those seeing an increase. The range in estimates reflects the different spatial
patterns of change in climate with the different models. This is illustrated in Fig. 3, which
shows the regional variation in impact between the climate models, under RCP8.5 and SSP2
in 2050. Most of the variation in the global total is accounted for by differences between
models in impacts in south and east Asia, where the bulk of the populations exposed to water
scarcity and flooding live(see Supplementary Figures 2 and 3: note that with this indicator
and at the scale of analysis here, no watersheds in Australasia are deemed to be in the water-
stressed category in 2050). The models which project large increases in exposure to water
resources stress are generally those which project the smallest increase in exposure to river
flooding (Supplementary Figure 4). There are strong similarities in impact on water resource
stress between climate models within the same model families as identified by Knutti et al.
(2013) (Supplementary Figure 5), but greater within-family variation for flood impacts.

For a given RCP, there is a difference in impact between SSPs. This largely reflects
different overall population totals but differences in the regional distribution of population
between SSPs account for some of the differences. SSP2 and SSP4 have similar global total
populations, but the numbers of people exposed to increased water scarcity are greater in SSP4

Fig. 2 Changes in exposure to water resources stress and river flood risk; global scale 2050. The ensemble
mean is shown by the black line
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than SSP2, whilst SSP2 has more people exposed to an increased frequency of river flooding.
The differences in impact on exposure to increased water scarcity between SSPs would be
greater if the indicator was based on withdrawals rather than just on exposed populations.

By 2050, there is little difference in temperature change between RCP2.6, RCP4.5 and
RCP6.0 (Fig. 1), and this is reflected in the lack of a clear difference in impact, for a given

Table 3 Exposure to climate change impact by RCP and SSP: 2050

SSP1 SSP2 SSP3 SSP4 SSP5

a) Numbers of people (millions) exposed to increased water resources stress

RCP8.5 1754 2027 2421 2105 1810

(802–2947) (919–3416) (1006–4201) (950–3519) (854–2981)

RCP6 1602 1878 2244 1920 1649

(759–2668) (807–3054) (924–3564) (809–3227) (803–2682)

RCP4.5 1514 1794 2157 1867 1566

(810–2845) (881–3239) (1037–3975) (884–3444) (854–2879)

RCP2.6 1330 1575 1887 1656 1375

(379–2997) (473–3434) (626–4088) (508–3481) (418–3033)

b) Numbers of people (millions) exposed to decreased water resources stress

RCP8.5 1409 1783 2132 1808 1407

(303–2330) (352–2850) (472–3379) (414–2917) (307–2358)

RCP6 1352 1726 2059 1791 1354

(320–2288) (362–2859) (431–3461) (404–2964) (333–2281)

RCP4.5 1408 1801 2163 1837 1407

(388–2279) (473–2877) (554–3492) (508–3011) (401–2281)

RCP2.6 1364 1745 2092 1779 1369

(329–2254) (352–2775) (390–3338) (432–2841) (341–2255)

c) Numbers of people (millions) exposed to increased river flood frequency

RCP8.5 302 336 381 322 299

(93–519) (104–578) (118–657) (99–559) (93–515)

RCP6 238 264 301 256 235

(62–511) (69–567) (79–645) (68–546) (62–505)

RCP4.5 279 309 351 297 276

(77–478) (84–530) (93–602) (81–507) (77–473)

RCP2.6 253 280 317 268 250

(83–473) (93–525) (105–596) (90–503) (83–468)

d) Numbers of people (millions) exposed to decreased river flood frequency

RCP8.5 168 183 201 184 170

(71–284) (76–312) (83–347) (75–315) (71–285)

RCP6 152 166 182 164 154

(72–257) (77–279) (82–309) (74–264) (73–257)

RCP4.5 140 153 168 154 142

(58–254) (62–278) (67–308) (64–278) (60–256)

RCP2.6 122 133 147 133 123

(39–216) (42–242) (45–273) (42–248) (39–216)

The table shows the ensemble mean across 19 climate models, together with the range across the climate models
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SSP, under these RCPs (Fig. 2 and Table 3). The differences between these three RCPs for a given
model in 2050 reflect the effects of both year-to-year climatic variability on 30-year mean climate
and the different aerosol scenarios: Chalmers et al. (2012) show that for the HadGEM2-ES
model, for example, average temperature increase is greater under RCP2.6 than under RCP4.5 to
at least 2040 because of the substantial reductions in aerosols, and that the spatial pattern of
change in climate is different. Impacts under RCP8.5 in 2050 are typically larger than those under
the other RCPs—but not always. Exposure to increased river flood frequency is less with
HadGEM2-ES in 2050 under RCP8.5 than RCP2.6, and impacts with NorESM-M are larger
under RCP4.5 than RCP8.5. This is likely to be due to the effects of multi-decadal variability.

Figure 2 and Table 3 show that for population exposed to changes in water scarcity,
variation between SSPs is greater than variation across RCPs, but variation across different
climate models is considerably greater. For populations exposed to changes in river flood
frequency, the variations across RCP and SSP are similar, but again smaller than variations
between climate models. Differences between the RCPs are greater in 2080 than in 2050
(Supplementary Table 2), but again RCP4.5 and RCP6.0 produce very similar impacts.

Figure 4 shows the relative contribution of uncertainty in climate model, RCP and SSP to the
regional and global impact on absolute exposure to increased water resources scarcity and river
flooding. It follows the methodology of Hawkins and Sutton (2009) (note that the effects of
internal climatic variability are not included) and assumes that all climate models, RCPs and SSPs
are equally plausible. This is, of course, unrealistic (and overstates the impact of uncertainty in
future forcing in particular), so the plot should be regarded as indicative. Climate model
uncertainty is largest, but SSP uncertainty becomes increasingly important through the 21st
century. SSP uncertainty has a greater effect on changes in exposure to water resources scarcity
than on changes in exposure to flooding because the baseline ‘no climate change’ exposure varies
more between SSPs (Table 2). There are variations in the relative contribution of the different
sources of uncertainty between regions, particularly for water resources stress.

The difference between RCPs can be seen as an indication of the effect of climate policy on
the impacts of climate change. RCP2.6, for example, is broadly consistent with an emissions
policy that has a reasonable chance of achieving a 2 °C climate target (van Vuuren et al. 2011b).
Such a policy would reduce exposure to increased water resources scarcity by – on average -
420–530 million people, compared with RCP8.5 (Table 3a), or between 22 % and 24 %. The
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population exposed to increased river flood risk would reduce by 49–64 million, or around
16 %. By 2080, RCP2.6 would reduce exposure to increased water scarcity by 600–1,200
million people (27–32 %) and reduce exposure to increased flooding by 110–180 million
(33 %). The proportions of impacts avoided are broadly consistent across SSPs, but the
absolute amount of avoided impact (numbers of people) vary substantially between SSPs,
particularly in 2080. The absolute avoided impact also varies between individual CMIP5
models.

4 Comparisons with previous assessments

There have been several previous assessments of the impacts of climate change on
global water resources (see Section 2.5). These studies have used different indicators of
impact, and several different climate and socio-economic scenarios. This section com-
pares the results of the assessment presented here firstly with previous assessments
using the same methodology, hydrological model and indicators but different climate
scenarios, and secondly with the one study that has so far used RCPs, SSPs and CMIP5
climate models.

The approach, hydrological model and impact indicators used here have been used in previous
assessments with SRES scenarios and CMIP3 climate models (Arnell and Gosling 2013b;
Gosling and Arnell 2013) and with scenarios representing different emissions policies (Arnell
et al. 2011, 2013). The closest comparison (in terms of population totals and change in global
mean temperature) is between SRES A2 and RCP8.5 with SSP3. In 2050 under SRES A2, the
ranges across climate models in the number of people exposed to increased water stress
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Fig. 4 The relative contribution of RCP, SSP and climate model uncertainty to projected regional impacts on
exposure to water resources stress and river flood risk: 2050 and 2080
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(Gosling and Arnell 2013) and a doubling of river flood frequency (Arnell and Gosling 2013b)
are 705 to 4,747 million and 37 to 588 million people respectively. These compare with ranges
across the CMIP5 climate models under RCP8.5 plus SSP3 of 1,006 to 4,201 million and 118 to
657 million respectively (Table 3). The ranges are not substantially different, and the ranges in
impacts at the regional scale are also similar, suggesting that the CMIP5 climate model set does
not substantially reduce the range in projected impacts of climate change (as noted for temper-
ature and precipitation by Knutti and Sedláĉek 2013).

Arnell et al. (2013) compared global-scale impacts under A1b and A1FI ‘business-as-usual’
emissions policies with impacts under a series of different emissions policy pathways. Their
lowest emissions policy pathway produces similar changes in global mean temperature to
RCP2.6, and avoids between 5 % and 8 % of the impacts in 2050 on exposure to increased
water scarcity relative to A1b (varying with climate model pattern), and around 30–50 % of
impacts on exposure to increased river flood risk. These values are rather different to the ensemble
mean CMIP5 percentage avoided (RCP2.6 compared with RCP8.5) is 22–24 % and approxi-
mately 16 % respectively—although there is large variability in the percentage impact avoided
between the 19 CMIP5 models. There are several reasons for the differences. A different
ensemble of climate models was used in the two assessments, with different spatial patterns of
climate change. The global temperature difference between RCP8.5 and RCP2.6 varies between
climate models (from 0.4 to 0.9 °C in 2050), but in Arnell et al. (2013) the temperature difference
was constant across all models (0.48 °C). The difference between RCP8.5 and RCP2.6 includes
not only different radiative forcings, but also different aerosol emissions. Taken together, these
differences have the result that climate policy as assessed in Arnell et al. (2013) has little effect on
water resource scarcity in south and east Asia, but a large effect on exposure to increased flooding
in east Asia, whilst in the assessment here the difference between RCP8.5 and RCP2.6 is large in
most models in terms of water resources scarcity in south and east Asia, and generally small in
terms of flood frequency in east Asia. Another comparison (Arnell et al. 2011) concluded that
exposure to increased water resources scarcity was 8–17% less with a 2 °C pathway than under a
4 °C pathway (Arnell et al. 2011) – slightly less than found here – and again the differences can
largely be attributed to the use of different climate models.

Hanasaki et al. (2013) assessed the impact of climate change on exposure to water resources
scarcity under RCPs and SSPs, but used only three CMIP5 climate models and did not estimate
impacts under all combinations of RCP and SSP. They also used different indicators of water
resources stress (based on the ratio of withdrawals to availability, and on the cumulative ratio of
withdrawals to consumptive demands), and calculated indicators at the grid rather than the basin
scale, so their results are not directly comparable with those presented here. Their estimates of
population exposed to changes in water resources stress are considerably higher than those
presented here. For example, for SSP2 and RCP8.5 in 2050, they estimated that between 7.1
and 7.9 billion people living in grid cells with withdrawals greater than 40% of runoff would be
exposed to increased water resources stress, which compares with the estimate here (Table 3) of
0.9 to 3.4 billion people exposed to increased stress. The assessment here also produces a wider
range of impacts for a given RCP and SSP because it uses 19 rather than just 3 climate models.

5 Conclusions

This paper has presented a preliminary assessment of the relative effects of rate of climate
change (four Representative Concentration Pathways), assumed future population (five
Shared Socio-economic Pathways), and the spatial and seasonal pattern of climate change
(19 CMIP5 climate models) on regional and global exposure to water resources stress and
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river flooding. There are a number of caveats with the assessment. Only one impact model is
used to translate climate changes into changes in river flows, climate scenarios represent just
change in mean climate, and the SSP characterisations are preliminary. Most significantly,
only simple indicators of changes in exposure to water resources scarcity and river flood
frequency are used. These indicators consider only population, and do not incorporate other
differences between socio-economic scenarios such as differences in water withdrawals or
rate of urbanisation. Including such additional dimensions would increase the differences
between the SSPs. Future asssessments should include more sophisticated measures of
exposure and impact, and incorporate the effects of impact model uncertainty.

The key conclusion is that uncertainty in the projected future impacts of climate change on
exposure to water stress and river flooding is dominated by uncertainty in the projected spatial and
seasonal pattern of change in climate (especially precipitation), as represented by the 19 climate
models. The range in impacts across models is similar to the range from previous generations of
climate models. There is little clear difference between RCP2.6, RCP4.5 and RCP6.0 at 2050, and
between RCP4.5 and RCP6.0 at 2080. Impacts under RCP8.5 are greater than under the other RCPs
in 2050 and 2080. For a given RCP, there is a difference in the absolute numbers of people exposed
to increased water resources stress or increased river flood frequency between the five SSPs, with
most climate models, even with the simple impact indicators used here.

The analysis here has focused on the numbers of people exposed to increased water resources
stress or river flood frequency, but a particular strength of the new SSPs is their characterisation not
only in quantitative terms, but also in terms of challenges to mitigation and adaptation. Under each
RCP and climate model, more people are exposed to increased water resources stress under SSP4
than SSP1, but under SSP4 the challenges in adapting to these pressures are, by definition, much
greater; the difference in ‘actual’ impact (represented for example in terms of cost of adaptation or
the residual impacts after adaptation) between the two SSPs is likely to be considerably greater than
the apparent difference in numbers of people exposed to impact. Similarly, SSP1 and SSP4 produce
very similar numbers of people exposed to increased river flood frequency, but the consequences of
this in practice will likely be much greater under SSP4—with its greater adaptation
challenges—than under SSP1. The assessment of such differences requires the development and
implementation of much more sophisticated models which simulate not only the impacts of climate
change but also the uptake and effectiveness of adaptationmeasures, andwhich characterise impacts
in terms directly relevant to the economy and society.
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