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Climate change impacts on water systems 
 

Observed changes 
and trends 

• Increase in mean annual temperature by 1 °C to 2 °C within the last 50 years. 
• Increase in fall and winter precipitation in the northern part of Austria on a seasonal basis, while the southern part has seen a decrease 

in precipitation and run-off. 
• Decrease in the share of snowfall in total precipitation in high altitudes and glacier inventories show losses in area and volume. 

 
Projected impacts • Shifts in the seasonal precipitation distribution  and enhanced water run-off  in winter due to a higher fraction of rainfall (rather than snow). 

These shifts will lead to a more uniformly  distributed annual cycle of water run-off. In general, this favors the production of hydropower, 
as supply will be more in phase with electricity demand. However, possible increases in sediment loading would impair the operation 
of hydropower infrastructure. 

• Shifts in the seasonal cycle of the precipitation also in the Alpine region, with an increase in precipitation during winter and a decrease 
in summer.  However, a decrease in the annual amount of rainfall is projected only in the flat basins of southern and eastern Austria. 

• Reduction in the duration of snow cover due to changing precipitation regimes, altering the timing and amplitude of runoff from snow, 
increasing evaporation, and decreasing soil moisture and groundwater recharge. 

• Reduction of average precipitation and enhanced evapotranspiration  due to higher than average temperatures can lead to deficiencies 
in drinking water supply, especially in communities depending on small and shallow springs in the southeast of Austria. 

• Offsetting the impact of climate change on snow coverage and duration via artificial snow making will place additional demand on water 
resources and energy. 

• Changes in the intensity and frequency of precipitation, temperature increase, glacier retreat and degradation of mountain permafrost 
can affect the frequency of natural hazards such as landslides, mudslides and avalanches. 

• Increases in extreme precipitation particularly in winter in the alpine region. 
• South-eastern Austria provinces of Burgenland, Styria and Carinthia might be affected by longer drought periods. 
• Changes in temperature and precipitation may lead to vegetation shifts and in some instances to extinction of species. 

 

Primary concerns Water 
quantity 

Water 
quality 

Water supply 
and sanitation 

Extreme 
weather events 

Ecosystems 

 ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

 (decrease in groundwater 
recharge and soil moisture) 

 (drinking 
water supply) 

(heat waves (all cities), 
extreme precipitation, 

and longer drought 
periods) 

(mountainous regions, 
Lake Neusiedl) 

Key vulnerabilities • Austria is expected to be very vulnerable to climate change given that ecosystems in mountainous regions are highly sensitive. 70% of Austria’s 
surface area is situated higher than 500 meters above sea level and 40% higher than 1 000 meters. 

• Longer droughts in the south-eastern provinces of Burgenland, Styria and Carinthia. 
• Lake Neusiedl, a famous bird breeding region, has been identified as a highly sensitive hydrological system, as the water balance of this lake 

is dominated by precipitation on and evaporation from the lake. 
 

Sources:  Austrian Federal Government (2009), Fifth National Communication of the Austrian Federal Government, Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, 
Environment and Water Management, http://unfccc.int/national_reports/annex_i_natcom/submitted_natcom/items/4903.php (accessed 16 June 2012). 
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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 Water, 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. 
 

http://unfccc.int/national_reports/annex_i_natcom/submitted_natcom/items/4903.php
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264200449-en
http://www.oecd.org/env/resources/waterandclimatechange.htm
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Key policy documents 
 

Document 

 
Reference 
to water? 

 
Type  Year Responsible institution 

 
National Adaptation Strategy (available in 

German)1 Y National adaptation strategy 2012 
Action Plan: Recommendations 

National adaptation plan 2012 
for implementation 

 
Strategies for adaptation of Austrian Water 

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, 
Environment and Water Management 

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, 
Environment and Water Management 

Task group3  on behalf of the Federal Ministry 
of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and 

Resources Management 
to Climate Change2 

Y National water strategy 2008 Water Management 
in Co-operation with Austrian Water and 

Waste Association (ÖWAV) 
Danube Strategy Y Transboundary responses4 Ongoing 

 
1.  The Austrian National adaptation strategy consists of two parts: a general adaptation framework (‘‘context’’) and a catalogue of 

adaptation options for 14 sectors/themes based on a qualitative vulnerability assessment (Action-Programme, NAP). Water is one of 
these 14 sectors (www.lebensministerium.at/umwelt/klimaschutz/klimapolitik_ national/anpassungsstrategie/strategie-aussendung.html). 

2. See www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/hydrographischer_dienst/auswirkungen_des_klimawandels_auf_die_oesterreichische_wasser 
wirtschaft.html (in German). 

3.  The relevance of effects of climate change to water and the need of adaptation has been recognised rather early in Austria, while the 
mainstream was still focusing more or less exclusively on mitigation. In 2007, a task group was initiated with the intention to identify 
possible impacts of climate change on Austrian water resources management and the need for actions in terms of developing 
strategies for adaptation of water resources management to expected long-term changes. 

4.  Austria has been an active proponent of the Danube Strategy, the macro-regional strategy for transnational territorial co-operation in 
the Danube region. Adaptation is a cross-cutting topic of relevance within a number of thematic priorities of the Danube Strategy. 
Implementation projects are currently in preparation. 

 
 

Policy instruments 
 

Policy mix Regulatory Economic 
Areas instruments instruments 

Information 
and other instruments 

 
Water quantity 

 
• www.klimawandelanpassung.at provides 

information about climate change 
in Austria, adaptation to climate change, 
and activities towards a National 
Adaptation Strategy, 
www.klimawandelanpassung.at/en. 

Water quality 

Water supply and sanitation 

Extreme weather events 

Ecosystems 
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http://www.lebensministerium.at/umwelt/klimaschutz/klimapolitik_
http://www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/hydrographischer_dienst/auswirkungen_des_klimawandels_auf_die_oesterreichische_wasser
http://www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/hydrographischer_dienst/auswirkungen_des_klimawandels_auf_die_oesterreichische_wasser
http://www.klimawandelanpassung.at/
http://www.klimawandelanpassung.at/en
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Main research programmes 
 

• FLOODRISK I and II: Future-oriented implementation strategies for the integrated flood management (www.umweltbundesamt.at/fileadmin/site/umweltthemen/klima/ 
FloodRisk/FRII_english-abstracts.pdf). 
– Research programmes providing knowledge base on climate change impacts as well as decision support to policy and administration in different sectors (but no 

specific focus on water): ACRP (Austrian  Climate Research Programme)  of the Klima- und Energiefonds (www.klimafonds.gv.at/foerderungen/aktuelle-foerderungen/ 
2011/austrian-climate-research-program). 

– StartClim, www.austroclim.at/index.php?id=40 (in German). 
– Mainstreaming of climate change adaptation in a range of other national research programmes, including provision, www.provision-research.a (available both 

in English and German); Global Change ÖAW, www.oeaw.ac.at/deutsch/forschung/programme/programme.html (available both in English and German), etc. 
– Assignment of specific policy support studies in sector policy fields (e.g. water). 
– Austrian participation in climate change projects under various EU funding  schemes1  (FP6/7, ESPON, European Territorial Co-operation, etc.). 

• A scientific group of leading Austrian Research Institutes of Meteorology and Hydrology was commissioned to elaborate more in detail trends in historical data based 
on existing data and results of research projects, and to derive projections of possible climate change impacts. Based on these projections, strategies for adaptations 
in water resources management have been elaborated, available at: www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/wasserwirtschaft_wasserpolitik/ 
Anpassungsstrategien-an-den-Klimawandel–-Kurzfassung.html%20–%20Executive%20summary (in German). 

• On behalf of the Federal Ministry  of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Management in Co-operation with Austrian Water and Waste Association (ÖWAV), 
the task group has published a report “Strategies for adaptation of Austrian Water Resources Management to Climate Change” in 2008, www.lebensministerium.at/ 
publikationen/wasser/hydrographischer_dienst/auswirkungen_des_klimawandels_auf_die_oesterreichische_wasserwirtschaft.html (in German). 

 
1.  There are several projects under EU funding schemes, such as: ‘‘Adaptation to climate change in the Alpine Space’’ and ‘‘Water 

Management Strategies against water scarcity in the Alps’’ under ETC Alpine Space 2007-13 funding programme; ‘‘Adaptive management 
of climate-induced changes of habitat diversity in protected areas’’, ‘‘integrated approach to flood risk management’’ under ‘‘ETC Central 
Europe’’ funding programme; ‘‘Climate change and impacts on water supply’’ under the ETC South-East Europe funding programme. 

 
 

Principal financing mechanisms  and investment  programmes 
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http://www.umweltbundesamt.at/fileadmin/site/umweltthemen/klima/
http://www.umweltbundesamt.at/fileadmin/site/umweltthemen/klima/
http://www.klimafonds.gv.at/foerderungen/aktuelle-foerderungen/
http://www.austroclim.at/index.php?id=40
http://www.provision-research.a/
http://www.oeaw.ac.at/deutsch/forschung/programme/programme.html
http://www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/wasserwirtschaft_wasserpolitik/Anpassungsstrategien-an-den-Klimawandel%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93-Kurzfassung.html%20%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93%20Executive%20summary
http://www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/wasserwirtschaft_wasserpolitik/Anpassungsstrategien-an-den-Klimawandel%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93-Kurzfassung.html%20%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93%20Executive%20summary
http://www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/wasserwirtschaft_wasserpolitik/Anpassungsstrategien-an-den-Klimawandel%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93-Kurzfassung.html%20%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93%20Executive%20summary
http://www.lebensministerium.at/publikationen/wasser/wasserwirtschaft_wasserpolitik/Anpassungsstrategien-an-den-Klimawandel%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93-Kurzfassung.html%20%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%93%20Executive%20summary
http://www.lebensministerium.at/
http://www.lebensministerium.at/

