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Addressing the room and the virtual attendees around the globe at the RSK COP26 opening session,  
Dr Alan Ryder, RSK Chief Executive Officer, said:

 

On 10th November in Glasgow, as part of the RSK COP26 event, Binnies welcomed water industry clients, 
representatives from the wider water and environmental sector, regulators and landowners to a 
round-table event on nature-based solutions. The session opened with a catalyst question to focus the 
group: “Where are the biggest opportunities to create a step change in business as usual practices in 
order to achieve our desired sustainability goals?” The group then split into smaller groups where four 
further questions were posed that sought to define the key challenges the water sector faces and the 
specific commitments needed from the sector to implement nature-based solutions.

Climate change is a global challenge and, in the UK, it has been made law that the country becomes  
carbon neutral by 2050. It is critical to align corporate goals with the United Nations Sustainable  
Development Goals and the new Environment Act 2021 which sets the direction for protecting and  
enhancing our natural environment. But how do we do this?

Adapting to the impacts of climate change while achieving our goals around carbon reduction is not  
going to be possible if we do not try to eradicate or at least complement traditional grey engineering  
with nature-based solutions. Only then will the water sector be able to meet sustainability goals through 
enhanced water quality and biodiversity, increased resilience against flood risk and pollution incidents, 
and wider benefits such as enhancing recreational areas for community wellbeing and wildlife.

This document contains a summary of our round-table outcomes including the results of a live poll that 
provides a ranking of the group’s key priority issues. At the end of the document, we have suggested some 
recommendations that we hope will serve as a call for the water industry to act now to unlock  
opportunities to implement nature-based solutions.

RSK COP26: Greening the blue chips  

“If society is going to tackle this climate emergency, every one of us  
has a role to play. We all have to get involved and it is not just about  
‘blah, blah, blah’. It is about doing something, working together and  

working with others to make a difference.” 

Binnies round table event: Delivering nature-based solutions – Cross-sector  
perspectives to enable a truly integrated sustainable approach 
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Catalyst Question Summary: 
Where are the biggest opportunities to create a step change in business  
as usual practices in order to achieve our desired sustainability goals?

At a strategic level, Dr Toby Willison of Southern Water believes that the ambition is there to integrate  
flood risk management plans and water resource management plans, and for water company regulators  
to enable longer planning cycles that would allow regional consideration of the cross-sector benefits from  
nature-based solutions. The need to value water and appreciate the benefits to the environment that it 
brings to people in the post-COVID era was recognised by Mark Horrobin of Yorkshire Water. 

If managed appropriately and in a national infrastructure context, Chris Heathcote of Hadrian Bond  
believes this would work in parallel with attracting green investment by valuing and linking environmental 
outcomes and products to funding streams. This chimed well with Dr Alan Ryder, who noted that RSK has 
recently secured one of the world’s largest green investment loans, worth £1 billion, to continue to grow  
the business.

There was recognition of the benefits of increasing the circular economy in the water industry. Terry Fuller 
of CIWEM stated that a doubling of the current circularity would bring about a 39% reduction in carbon. 
A key challenge the water industry faces is to make customers more aware of the impact their choices 
have on water consumption and the direct correlation between using less water and lowering carbon.

A statement submitted by Julie Foley of the Environment Agency highlighted that, although extreme 
climatic events are sadly likely to become a more familiar sight over the next century, there is room for  
optimism. The Environment Agency national Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management Strategy  
includes commitments to help mainstream the use of nature-based solutions to complement hard  
engineering solutions to improve flood resilience.  

Dr Alan Ryder observed that the sector in the round needs to take note of the call from young people to 
act now to tackle climate change. This places a responsibility on us all to protect and enhance the wider 
environment for future generations.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-flood-and-coastal-erosion-risk-management-strategy-for-england--2


Funding is an issue  

The water industry has traditionally been 
risk adverse 

The five-year business planning cycle drives 
 short term solutions 

OFWAT need to drive innovation 

There are political challenges that could lead to 
unintended consequences  

There is a need for collaboration between water 
companies  

Here are the results of our live poll on the morning of the round table discussion:

The water industry has traditionally been risk averse – Current Ofwat and Environment Agency regulations 
require certainty of outcomes. For nature-based solutions there is less certainty of outcomes (which are 
difficult to monitor) compared to traditional hard-engineered approaches. Nature-based solutions are 
perceived to be more expensive and there can be a lack of clarity on the costs. They can also take longer 
to mature and deliver benefits.

Funding is an issue – The water industry is not incentivised or set up to deliver sustainable outcomes. 
Funding is limited to what has been allocated within the current investment cycle. There is a need to use 
natural-capital approaches to value wider benefits and align multiple funding streams to deliver nature- 
based solutions. There is a question about affordability – who will have to pay, and, if the costs are pushed 
onto customers, what is the willingness to pay more?

The five-year business planning cycle drives short term solutions – A continuous investment cycle and a 
more collaborative and integrated relationship with key regulators would help to drive change.

The current regulatory model does not drive enough innovation – Current standards drive traditional 
hard-engineered approaches. There is a need to enable digital innovation and develop skills, data,  
systems and business partnerships to harness big data and artificial intelligence. 

There are political challenges that could lead to unintended consequences – The need to reduce pollution 
from sewer overflows could lead to mega-infrastructure projects rather than large numbers of smaller 
nature-based solutions. Societal change is also needed to reduce water consumption as part of individual 
action to reduce carbon and methane emissions.
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Where are the biggest opportunities to create a step change in business  
as usual practices in order to achieve our desired sustainability goals?

What barriers need to be overcome to enable those step changes?



The Government needs to set the direction and strategy and consider policy drivers  –  Regulatory changes 
are needed that make it easier for the water industry to implement nature-based solutions. The regulator 
needs to build a range of environmental outcomes into the regulatory model as these are needed to drive 
investment.

Some customers have an increasing awareness of the value of water but water companies still have a 
large role to play –  This involves highlighting the true cost of water, and reinforcing its value and the  
connections between water use and the wider water environment. They need to bring their customers 
along to play their role in meeting sustainability goals, for example, through behaviour change.

Planners and planning authorities – to consider and encourage wider dispersal of population to level up 
across the UK.

Everyone!  – It is a complex model with many direct and indirect users who need to be involved and feel 
engaged to move this forward including

Farmers should be more involved – They can choose to farm regeneratively, contributing to carbon  
sequestration and catchment management. 

The supply chain – Skills shortages and the need to begin planning now for the skills they will need in the 
future to deliver projects more sustainably need to be addressed.

Everyone!  12

The Government needs to set the direction and 
strategy and consider policy   

Some customers have an increasing awareness 
but water companies still have a large role to play 

Planners and planning authorities  
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Here are the results of our live poll on the morning of the round table discussion:

Where are the biggest opportunities to create a step change in business  
as usual practices in order to achieve our desired sustainability goals?

Who needs to be involved/influenced?



The role of the regulators – They should influence a step change in business as usual practices.  
By extending their remit to promote sustainable and nature-based solutions, regulators such as Ofwat 
and the Environment Agency could encourage collaborative working across the water industry through 
innovation funding and joint incentives. It was also proposed that planning authorities could use their 
influence to encourage the private sector to implement more rigorous sustainability requirements for new 
infrastructure schemes.

Identifying the drivers for change – Developers and businesses need to consider changes to the way they 
justify projects. This might be through finance linked to environmental outcomes, implementing business 
cases based on low-carbon solutions (rather than low-cost schemes) or having carbon reduction as a key 
delivery incentive. This could include commercialising environmental outcomes, including biodiversity and 
nature-based solutions, and being specific about where they could have the most impact. 

The need for wider collaboration across all sectors was recognised – A catchment-based approach was 
highlighted as a way to encourage water companies and other risk management authorities to work 
together collaboratively. Green recovery at a catchment scale was also discussed but it was highlighted 
that this approach takes extensive time and stakeholder engagement. 

There are risks to be aware of when considering how to implement desired sustainability goals –  
Nature-based solutions are not a silver-bullet solutions need to be combined with other, more conventional 
solutions. For example, reducing operating costs by moving away from chemicals to nature-based solutions 
for wastewater treatment and making use of water company land banks to create nature-based solutions. 
We need more case studies to demonstrate measurable benefits (e.g., lower flood levels associated with 
natural flood-management solutions). 

There is a need for different skills and mindset – We need to work with suppliers to drive a culture change 
that recognises and supports the need for a different set of skills to implement nature-based solutions.

There are risks to be aware of when considering 
how to implement desired sustainability goals   

Identifying the drivers for change 

The need for wider collaboration across all 
sectors was recognised 

The role of the regulators  

There is a need for different skills and mindset  
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Here are the results of our live poll on the morning of the round table discussion:

Where are the biggest opportunities to create a step change in business  
as usual practices in order to achieve our desired sustainability goals?

How can that be achieved?



Net zero – This is the ultimate commitment but is perhaps seen as too large a leap. Could incremental 
steps be used to make this target appear more achievable, for example, through a reduction in the use 
of high-carbon concrete or increased use of nutrient recovery in the short term? There are longer-term 
aspirations to be carbon negative, with targets to generate energy. Water companies should  look to 
use surplus land at wastewater treatment works to develop short-, medium- and long-term  
nature-based solutions. 

Demonstrate leadership and ambition to take on these commitments – with visible actions towards  
investment, approach and change.

Regulatory targets – The water industry’s price review for 2024 is an opportunity to encourage green 
recovery. League tables for reporting on carbon could be introduced that include where the supply chain 
has provided lower-carbon solutions. Incentivisation mechanisms for using innovative low-carbon options 
are key to making nature-based and lower-carbon solutions preferred options. 

Water companies must work collaboratively with the supply chain – This would help with understanding 
how different ways of working can make smaller, scalable solutions viable. In addition, collaboration with 
technology providers to support research and innovation could reap benefits. 

Government and industry national approach – A consistent message from government and regulators is 
needed. For example, a cross-sector action group could lead a national awareness campaign aimed at 
reducing water consumption.

Different investment approaches – The water industry needs to change how it approaches investment  
by reviewing how wider benefits are valued and to research and understand the true whole-life costs of 
nature-based solutions. Is it really the case that greener solutions can cost more and/or involve taking 
more risk? How does this balance against greater longer-term benefits? 

Water companies must work collaboratively 
with the supply chain   

Government and industry national approach  

Demonstrate leadership and ambition to take 
on these commitments 

Regulatory targets   

Net zero    

Different investment approaches   
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Here are the results of our live poll on the morning of the round table discussion:

Where are the biggest opportunities to create a step change in business  
as usual practices in order to achieve our desired sustainability goals?

What commitments can you make to support this change?



Recommendations to unlock opportunities to implement  
nature-based solutions  

These recommendations should be implemented by forming a cross-sector action group including the 
water industry, representatives from the wider water and environmental sector (including the flood 
risk management industry), institutions, regulators and the supply chain to develop a road map for 
delivering nature-based solutions. This should consider the following recommendations: 

Develop a cross-sector benefits and funding mechanism to bring multiple benefits to multiple parties 
that can span different sectors, i.e., extend an area benefiting from new flood defences to include  
assets from power or telecoms using contributions from them.

a. Introduce standard reporting and collective targets across the wider water and environmental   
 sectors, including industry, government and the supply chain, to provide visible and comparative  
 assessment of sustainability, carbon and biodiversity outcomes, e.g., league tables that    
 show leads and laggards.

b. Incentivise innovation in the delivery of nature-based solutions.

c. Engage with and de-risk/incentivise the supply chain to bring forward emerging approaches   
 and methodologies to deliver nature-based solutions.

d. Engage with the commercial sector to promote environmental lending to drive the right  
 behaviours and solutions, e.g., Ares’ funding of RSK; Poseidon Principles in shipping. 

e. Share best practice and experience across the wider water and environmental sectors,  
 for example, flood risk management industry experience in implementing natural  
 flood management.
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Review how nature-based and low-carbon solutions can be financially incentivised when compared to 
more traditional approaches, e.g., artificially increase the carbon trading price; evaluation criteria to 
include 10x factor of usage of non-renewable power; biodiversity net gain benefits, etc., to positively 
skew assessment towards sustainable solutions.
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Develop a frame of reference for customer representative groups to understand the benefits of  
nature-based solutions when compared to more traditional approaches. This should inform discussions 
around willingness to pay, i.e., promotion of a means to capture feedback and explain comparative  
benefits.
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Engage with cross-sector regulators, including the government, to reset the incentive mechanisms to 
build sustainable nature-based solutions that span funding cycles, i .e., change the whole life expenditure 
reference point away from purely financial, which promotes new build, to sustainable solutions:  
for example, additional treatment units or nature-based solutions.
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Convened by and Contributors  

Contributors: United Utilities, Yorkshire Water, Southern Water, Natural Resources Wales,   
Environment Agency , Tatton Group, Department for International Trade, CIWEM, Future Water  
Association, Hadrian Bond Group.

Convened by: Binnies, RSK Group, WRC, Salix, MWHT, CBEC, Solutions By Nature 
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