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A Conversation with Emma Howard-Boyd 

Emma Howard-Boyd CBE, former Chair of the Environment Agency, Chair of Client Earth’s 
Group Board and leading light in the world of climate resilience, was delighted to see 
adaptation at the front and centre of SWM’s 2025 Annual Conference. 

Flood Defence Funding 

Anna Bright, CEO at SWM, kicked off her conversation with Emma with a discussion of the 
£4.2bn earmarked in the Spending Review for flood defences, trying to understand if this 
was enough to address flood risk. Emma agreed that funding flood defences was 
incredibly important. The UK is experiencing cycles of flood and drought playing out in 
recent years; currently, Yorkshire and the North East of England are in drought, with more 
areas likely to follow. In 2022, there was a ring of fire around London, followed by a winter 
season of extreme rain, leading to flooding. Therefore, it is good to see the funding set 
aside for flood defences, but when this is compared to the overall funding for 
infrastructure - £725bn - the amount looks quite small. And flooding is just one climate 
hazard. Emma argued that we actually need to move away from thinking about budgets 
for responding to the impacts of climate risks. We need to look at the money being spent 
on major infrastructure and ensure that money is not being spent to create infrastructure 
that locks in climate vulnerabilities. We need to look at the budgets for health, transport, 
housing etc., and ensure that the infrastructure that is built with those budgets is resilient 
to all climate hazards. 

The London Climate Resilience Review 

Emma discussed the work of the London Climate Resilience Review. As SWM know well 
from our own adaptation work, this included a huge amount of stakeholder engagement. 
It covered four areas: governance, people and communities, the built environment and 
infrastructure, and the economy. The review borrowed recommendations from elsewhere 
where these were still fit for purpose, as the focus needs to be on delivery. Emma pointed 
to one such recommendation borrowed from Paris. This recommendation has been 
delivered - under Project Helios, the London Resilience Forum brought together 
emergency services, health, community groups, businesses and many other stakeholders 
to work out what the city would need to do to survive a full week of 40-degree heat. This is 
a particularly relevant example for Birmingham, which is the most vulnerable city outside 
of London to overheating. In Birmingham, as in London, the poorest people will be worst 
affected. In short, the West Midlands also needs to do some serious planning to protect its 
people against these hazards. 

Business Advice on Adaptation 

The conversation then turned to practical advice for businesses - what should they do to 
protect themselves from climate hazards? First and foremost, businesses need to look 
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aȅer their people. Italy has introduced temperature limits, above which staff may not work 
outdoors - UK businesses need to consider something similar. Businesses need to look into 
natural cooling facilities - once in situ, these do not cost anything to run and provide 
considerable co-benefits. Businesses need to explore how they can become more easily 
‘recoverable’ from flood events, so floods have less impact on them (businesses may find 
useful ideas in Weathering the Storm!). Businesses need to work together to look at how 
they can make the space around and between their premises more absorbent to water, to 
better withstand extreme rain events. Finally, businesses need to join voices with each 
other to raise the political salience of these issues. Climate impacts are happening now, 
and they are threatening business viability. Action to help protect businesses is not needed 
in 2050 - it’s needed now. 

Adaptation Planning and Local Government 

The conversation then moved out to the floor with a number of timely questions. Should 
local governments be working to create adaptation plans given imminent local 
government reorganisation? Emma’s answer was a resounding ‘yes’. There are positive 
noises that reorganisation will bring the right powers and resources to the right places to 
actually deliver on adaptation, and in the meantime, we need to keep the conversation 
going. 

Lobbying and Policy Progress 

How is the government responding to lobbying on the need for adaptation? There is no 
question that we all need to work to make net zero and adaptation important to our 
representatives and push it up the agenda. Climate impacts are pervasive throughout 
society, giving us many ‘hooks’ to do this with. For example, last year, 120,000 football 
matches were cancelled due to flooding of pitches! 

Closing Thoughts: Why Adaptation Still Matters 
 
It’s easy to get despondent when we think of major carbon emitters across the Atlantic and 
in the Far East and wonder what difference net zero efforts in the UK really make. Emma’s 
response to this was robust - this only makes climate adaptation all the more essential. 

  


