
SWITZERLAND 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Switzerland 
 
 

Climate change impacts on water systems 
 

Observed changes 
and trends 

• More than 50% of the volume of Swiss glaciers has been lost since 1850. During the last decades, a dramatic acceleration of the glacial melting 
has been observed. 

• Since 1965, river water temperatures increased significantly. 
• Two thirds of all communities have experienced flooding in the last 30 years. 

 
Projected impacts • Overall, ample precipitation, the balancing effect of the snow cover and melting water from glaciers are expected to ensure sufficient quantity 

of water resources. 
• Yet, with the possible decrease in average summer rainfall and the number of rainy days in combination with rising summer temperatures, 

extremely dry periods might last longer and occur more frequently. 
• Higher river water temperatures imply that habitats for cold water fish will shrink and warm water fish will have a larger natural environment. 
• A rising snow line brings about the potential for more frequent floods, landslides, etc., during winter. 
• The intensity and frequency of extreme events and natural hazards, including heavy precipitation, floods, slope instabilities, landslides, 

rock falls, heat waves and droughts are expected to increase, but in most cases the signals of the models are weak. 
 

Primary concerns  Water 
quantity 

Water 
quality 

Water supply 
and sanitation 

Extreme 
weather events 

Ecosystems 

 
✓ 

(during low flow periods) 
✓ ✓ 

(conflict management 
between conservation 

and utilisation 
for low flow periods) 

 
Key vulnerabilities      • Swiss Alpine regions are particularly vulnerable. 

 
Sources:  Advisory Body on Climate Change (2007), Climate Change and Switzerland 2050: Expected Impacts on Environment, Society and Economy, 
ProClim --- Forum for Climate and Global Change, Forum of the Swiss Academy of Sciences, http://proclimweb.scnat.ch/portal/ressources/ 
794.pdf (accessed 11 August 2012); CCHydro (2012), Effects  of Climate  Change  on Water Resources  and  Watercourses, www.bafu.admin.ch/ 
publikationen/publikation/01670/index.html?lang=en (accessed 15 August 2012); Swiss Confederation (2009), Switzerland’s Fifth  National 
Communication under the UNFCCC, http://unfccc.int/national_reports/annex_i_natcom/submitted_natcom/items/4903.php (accessed 20 June 2012). 

 

 
Key policy documents 

 
Document 

 
Reference 
to water? 

 
Type  Year Responsible institution 

 
CO2 Act1 Legal act Revised in 2011 Federal Council 

Under 
CO2 Ordinance Legal act development Federal Council 

Water Act (L’eaux)2 Y Legal act Revised in 2011 Federal Council 
Water Ordinance Y Legal act Revised in 2011 Federal Council 

Adaptation to climate change in Switzerland, 
objectives, challenges and areas of action: 

The first part of the strategy 
of the Federal Council 

Y National adaptation strategy 2012 Federal Council 
 
 

Planned 
Y National adaptation action plan for 2013 Federal Council 

Swiss Strategy on Natural Hazards Y Natural hazards strategy PLANAT 
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This country profile was compiled by the OECD Secretariat and reflects information available as of June 2013. Further information and analysis 
can be found in the publication: OECD (2013) Water and Climate Change Adaptation: Policies to Navigate Uncharted Waters, OECD Studies on 
W ater, OECD Publishing. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264200449-en. Country profiles for all OECD member countries are available for 
download at: www.oecd.org/env/resources/waterandclimatechange.htm. These profiles will be regularly updated and it is 
planned to expand coverage over time to include key partner countries. 
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SWITZERLAND 
 
 

Key policy documents (cont.) 
 

Document 

 
Reference 
to water? 

 
Type  Year Responsible institution 

 
Updated assessment of climate change- 

related risks and opportunities 

 
Y National risk assessment 
 

National impact and vulnerability 

 
Under 

development 

Climate Change and Switzerland 2050 Y 
 

Regional level adaptation documents 
assessment 2007 Advisory Body on Climate Change (OcCC) 

in several cantons Sub-national responses 2011-ongoing Cantons 

Adaptation to climate change in Swiss cities Sub-national responses 2011-12 FOEN 
 

1.  The new CO2 Act, approved by the Swiss parliament on 23 December 2011 sets out the legal framework for Switzerland’s climate 
policy from 2013 to 2020. While the previous version of the CO2 Act (entered in force in May 2000) focussed exclusively on mitigation, 
the revised law also provides the legal basis for adaptation. 

2.  The revised law aims to restore the natural functions of water bodies with an obligation for cantons to stipulate the space provided 
for surface water and the obligation to plan and implement restoration measures. Water Act: www.admin.ch/ch/e/rs/c814_20.html; 
Ordinance: www.admin.ch/ch/e/rs/c814_201.html. 

 
 

Policy instruments 
 

Policy mix Regulatory Economic 
Areas instruments instruments 

Information 
and other instruments 

 
Water quantity • Review of the existing legislation with 

regard to minimum low flows, lake 
regulation and management, and multi- 
purpose use of alpine reservoirs). 

 
• Information portal on climate change 

adaptation, www.bafu.admin.ch/ 
klimaanpassung/index.html?lang=fr 
(in French). 

• Guidelines and recommendations 
to identify risk areas and to implement 
a water resource management/river basin 
management. 

• Guidelines and promotion for: Strategic 
planning, interconnection of water 
supplies, and regionalisation of waste 
water treatment plants. 

Water quality • Review of the existing legislation with 
regard to sewage disposal and discharge 
of cooling water. 

Water supply and sanitation 

Extreme weather events • Mandatory insurance schemes for natural 
disasters for all real estate owners. 

Ecosystems • Modification of Water Law (2011): 
Promotes restoration of rivers and 
wetlands to allow rivers to recover their 
structure and services and allow a better 
adaptation to climate change. 

 
Main research programmes 

 
• The research programme  CCHydro Effects of climate change on water resources and watercourses is examining the impacts of climate change on the hydrological cycle, 

www.bafu.admin.ch/publikationen/publikation/01670/index.html?lang=en (in English). 
• Research project assessing the impact of climate change on hydropower production in the Swiss Alps, www.hydrologie.unibe.ch/projekte/Synthesebericht.pdf 

(in German), www.hydrologie.unibe.ch/projekte/Rapport%20de%20synthese.pdf (in French). 
• Impacts 2014: Assessment of climate change impacts in Switzerland (to be published in 2014). 
• National Research Program 61 (NRP61) on “Sustainable Water Management”: Aims to determine the capacity of natural systems to absorb the effects of changes 

in environmental conditions (climatic conditions) in order to develop intelligent and forward-looking  strategies for sustainable and integral water resources 
management, www.snf.ch/E/targetedresearch/researchprogrammes/currentNRP/Pages/_xc_nfp61.aspx  (in English). 

 
 

Principal financing mechanisms  and investment  programmes 
 

• Yet to be addressed, but expected to be covered in Part 2 of the Adaptation Action Plan (the second part of the strategy of the Federal Council, in preparation). 
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