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Human activity and climate change
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So, the public perception is that climate change 

is happening…and perception is reality
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What is the ‘climate emergency’?

6



4

‘The climate crisis – a race we can win’

Climate change is the defining crisis of our time and it is happening even
more quickly than we feared. But we are far from powerless in the face of
this global threat. As Secretary-General António Guterres pointed out in
September, “the climate emergency is a race we are losing, but it is a race
we can win”.

No corner of the globe is immune from the devastating consequences of
climate change. Rising temperatures are fueling environmental
degradation, natural disasters, weather extremes, food and water
insecurity, economic disruption, conflict, and terrorism. Sea levels are
rising, the Arctic is melting, coral reefs are dying, oceans are acidifying,
and forests are burning. It is clear that business as usual is not good
enough. As the infinite cost of climate change reaches irreversible highs,
now is the time for bold collective action.

https://www.un.org/en/un75/climate-crisis-race-we-can-
win#:~:text=Rising%20temperatures%20are%20fueling%20environmental
,acidifying%2C%20and%20forests%20are%20burning.
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‘Global temperatures are rising’
Billions of tons of CO2 are released into the atmosphere every year as a result
of coal, oil, and gas production. Human activity is producing greenhouse gas
emissions at a record high, with no signs of slowing down. According to a ten-
year summary of UNEP Emission Gap reports, we are on track to maintain a
“business as usual” trajectory.
The last four years were the four hottest on record. According to a September
2019 World Meteorological Organization (WMO) report, we are at least one
degree Celsius above preindustrial levels and close to what scientists warn
would be “an unacceptable risk”. The 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change
calls for holding eventual warming “well below” two degrees Celsius, and for
the pursuit of efforts to limit the increase even further, to 1.5 degrees. But if we
don’t slow global emissions, temperatures could rise to above three degrees
Celsius by 2100, causing further irreversible damage to our ecosystems.
Glaciers and ice sheets in polar and mountain regions are already melting
faster than ever, causing sea levels to rise. Almost two-thirds of the world’s
cities with populations of over five million are located in areas at risk of sea
level rise and almost 40 per cent of the world’s population live within 100 km of
a coast. If no action is taken, entire districts of New York, Shanghai, Abu Dhabi,
Osaka, Rio de Janeiro, and many other cities could find themselves
underwater within our lifetimes, displacing millions of people.
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‘New extremes & a catalyst for conflict’

Disasters linked to climate and weather extremes have always been part
of our Earth’s system. But they are becoming more frequent and intense
as the world warms. No continent is left untouched, with heatwaves,
droughts, typhoons, and hurricanes causing mass destruction around the
world. 90 per cent of disasters are now classed as weather- and climate-
related, costing the world economy 520 billion USD each year, while 26
million people are pushed into poverty as a result.

Climate change is a major threat to international peace and security. The
effects of climate change heighten competition for resources such as
land, food, and water, fueling socioeconomic tensions and, increasingly
often, leading to mass displacement.

Climate is a risk multiplier that makes worse already existing challenges.
Droughts in Africa and Latin America directly feed into political unrest
and violence. The World Bank estimates that, in the absence of action,
more than 140 million people in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and
South Asia will be forced to migrate within their regions by 2050.
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Effects of climate change on property

It has been confirmed that the past 
decade was the hottest on record for 
our planet, with the undeniable cause 
being human-induced climate change. 
Many will associate hot summers and 
mild winters with our changing 
climate, but the reality is much 
different. Climate change drives more 
extreme weather conditions, from 
severe cold, to wide-spread flooding, 
extended heatwaves and high-speed 
winds. As a homeowner you need to 
consider what impact these extreme 
weather conditions may have on your 
home in the future, and the steps you 
can take to protect what is likely your 
most valuable asset.
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Flooding & burst pipes

In December 2019 more than 100 flood warnings were put in place by the
Environment Agency as some areas experienced record-setting levels of rainfall.
Insurance pay-outs for those hit in Yorkshire and the Midlands are expected to reach
£110 million. With increased moisture in the air due to higher global temperatures,
flooding is likely to become more and more frequent.

Whilst flooding is often considered an “Act of God”, neighbours do owe each other a
duty to take reasonable steps to prevent natural occurrences damaging neighbouring
properties. You should therefore both investigate the cause of any flooding that
damages your property, and ensure that your property is not causing damage by
flooding to a neighbour’s land.

Despite the mild winter we are currently experiencing, one possible impact of climate
change is periods of severe cold conditions. We experienced such a spell in March
2018 when the Beast from the East struck; a period during which burst pipe incidents
increased ten-fold on the previous year.

Burst pipes can cause significant financial damage to properties, and with cold weather
snaps becoming increasingly likely, the occurrence of burst pipes will undoubtedly rise
in a similar manner. Homeowners need to consider whether they are at risk and take
appropriate precautions.
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Rylands v Fletcher (1868) – strict liability

Subsidence & the impact on your home
One of the impacts of an increased global temperature is the greater evaporation of the
moisture held in the soil. The drying of soil can lead to a loss in structural integrity below
ground and increases the risks of subsidence. Subsidence can also occur as a result of trees
located close to homes absorbing water from the soil through their roots, thereby drying
the soil in a similar manner to increased soil evaporation.

Subsidence can cause irreparable damage to properties and can, at the very least, create a
great deal of problems when it comes to selling your home. If you notice significant cracks
in the walls of your property you should take immediate action. If you are unsure what to
do then it is always best to seek professional advice.

The significance of climate change is being discussed globally every single day, and we are
now experiencing the impact it will continue to have on our national climate. The
protection you afford to your home will ultimately depend upon its location and how
susceptible it is to the increased risks (including those set out above).

If a neighbouring property has caused damage to your home (as a result of an extreme
weather event or otherwise), or you have caused damage to a neighbouring property, then
please do not hesitate to contact our Litigation & Dispute Resolution Team for specialist
advice on 01603 610911 or email the team here.
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https://coastal.climatecentral.org/map/8/-
0.291/51.9773/?theme=sea_level_rise&map_type=year&basemap=roadmap&contiguous=true&elevation_model=best_available&forecast_year=2050&pathway=rcp45&percentile=p50&refresh=true&return_level
=return_level_1&slr_model=kopp_2014

My 

office!
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Areas already 

susceptible to 

subsidence will 

become more 

prone to 

movement
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Some potential issues arising from increased groundwater flooding

• More waterlogging in gardens, making them less usable for occupiers 

and causing death of plants not suitable for planting and living in 

waterlogged ground;

• Higher groundwater means a potential for increased water pressure 

leading to failures in inadequate damp-proofing (gaps, cuts, tears, no 

lap between dpm and dpc etc.);

• Independent foul drainage systems (septic tanks, sewage treatment 

plants and cesspools) may be inundated (and if not impermeable will 

allow water into the system, with resultant risk of sewage coming 

back into the home) and any land and or tail drains and soakaways 

may fail to work
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Possible general alterations in weather patterns and local weather

• More rain and heavier rain in shorter bursts, leading to:
• Higher groundwater levels,

• ‘Flash flooding’,

• Rain falling on roofs and against walls etc. for longer periods;

• Stronger winds, which tend anyway to be stronger:
• Close to the coast (within 10km),

• With increases in height above sea level,

• In country locations, and

• Where the ground is ‘rougher’;

• Higher temperatures, leading to:
• Overheating of the internal environment in the home,

• Increased drying out of the ground (? – see above), causing more subsidence, 
and

• Moister condition, possibly causing more rot (fungal decay) and wood-boring 
insect attacks.
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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Any threat posed 

by the climate 

emergency to 

people’s homes is 

a potential threat 

to a basic human 

need, their lives

Some parts of the fabric that might be affected 
• Chimneys and parapets – stronger winds (damage), more and heavier 

wind-driven rain (water ingress)

• Parapet and valley gutters and valleys generally may become 
overwhelmed at times

• Roof coverings – ditto 

• Rainwater fittings – more and heavier wind-driven rain (overflow causing 
damage)

• Outside walls – as chimneys, plus movement of shrinkable soils 
(subsidence damage) 

• Heating & Cooling systems 

• Drainage – more and heavier rain (combined systems unable to take 
sudden load and backing up) 

• Flooding & coastal erosion

• Building’s insurance and lender reaction 22

And some other 

associated 

issues
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Modern chimney, ‘signed off’ by 

Building Control and warranty 

provider – in the wrong place

Back gutter

Left-hand 

(western) 

face of stack

Inspection of 

internal faces 

of stack

Lots of moisture 

readings close to 

outside
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•

….the 

worst 

type of 

stack 

Stacks 

at eaves 

level….

26

The water doesn’t 

have far to travel if the 

stack is at eaves level

Damp issues are 

usually compounded if 

there is a parapet wall
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In practice, few old 

chimney stacks 

have DPCs…

…and even if they 

ARE installed, 

they are usually 

incorrectly detailed

The older the 

chimney stack is, 

the less likely 

there is a DPC

Flashings are 

seldom properly 

tucked in, wedged 

and supported
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BRE 

Good 

Building 

Guide 2 

Flashings and 

trays

DPC tray
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In reality, despite good practice guides, on a cold, wet, 

windy UK building site, this is hardly ever completed 

entirely satisfactorily
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Flashings 

and fillets
• Lead or other metal flashings 

can work loose as they are 
often not properly wedged & 
chased in;

• Mortar (cement and sand) 
fillets usually always crack, 
leading to water penetration 
due to either:

• Shrinkage of the mortar, or 
(more likely),

• Deflection of the roof structure;

• Tile and mortar fillets perform 
better as the tiles help prevent 
shrinkage of the mortar.  

When it all 

goes wrong
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Isolate it
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Possible paragraph(s) – chimney stacks
The phenomenon known as ‘climate change’ or the ‘climate emergency’ is anticipated to result
in changes in weather patterns. Indeed, there are indications we are already experiencing such
changes. This may be causing drier summers and wetter winters together with tropical type
storms including periods of heavier rain and sometimes stronger winds. Chimney stacks are
particularly prone to damage caused by weather as they are so exposed. Chimney pots are
especially prone to wind damage. It is likely you will therefore need to regularly inspect the
chimney pots and other parts of the chimney stack at high level to ensure you identify and
repair defects in those parts.

The possibility of heavier rainfall and winds and rain falling for longer periods due to climate
change is likely to result in a risk of more water penetration into chimney stacks. Water
penetration downwards in chimneys can occur, especially if there is no damp-proof course
(DPC) in a chimney stack, or the DPC is in the wrong place, as is often the case. In this
property (text). [describe presence or otherwise & efficacy of DPC] Such water penetration
usually only wets any chimney breast in the roof space and tends to dry out once the rain stops
– you can often see resultant salt stains in any stack in the roof space. However, if more rain
tends to fall for longer periods in the future, there is an increased risk the water will penetrate
further downwards, into living accommodation such as bedrooms. Chimney stacks at the lower
edges (eaves) of a roof are especially likely to suffer this problem. This can cause issues such
as rot (fungal decay) and wood-boring insect attacks in timbers and damage to plaster and
decorations. This is a risk to the property – see ‘risks to property’ in section ? for further details.
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Penetrating dampness in cavity walls 

• cracked and or deteriorated mortar or brickwork.

• wall ties sloping downwards and inwards.

• mortar snots on wall ties or bridging cavity.

• mortar snots on insulation batts.

• snapped headers which project across the cavity.

• absence of cavity trays at abutments between roofs and walls.

• lack of satisfactory cavity trays, stop ends and weep-holes to 

lintels.

• remedial work is expensive, but possible; although in some 

instances may require total rebuilding of the outer leaf including 

introduction of an insulated cavity but with an actual cavity. 

Source: University in the West of England Construction website
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If the cavities are insulated, the 

insulation material should be 

suitable for use in zone 3

References: BRAD ‘C’ 

and NHBC Handbook

Cavity insulation

OUTSIDE 

WALLS

The property is unlikely to have cavity trays 

above the window and door openings – risk 

of water penetration
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Although dampness may 

not be detected at low 

level in the property, will 

you need to check the 

base of the cavity for 

debris such as mortar 

snots? Wet debris could 

cause condensation –

wet materials are 

colder
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……problem of 

mortar droppings at 

base of cavity very 

common prior to 

1982 (when most 

cavity walls began 

to be insulated) and 

forms a ‘cold-

bridge’

Semi-detached 

house, built 1954, 

stretcher 

brickwork, 275mm 

thickness including 

inside plaster – are 

these likely to be 

cavity walls?

or

YES

NO

Case 

study
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If this cavity wall is 

insulated, cold-

bridging to the back 

of the lintel and 

reveals would be 

made worse, why?
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Solid brick ‘cavity 

closers’ to reveals 

(sides), to sills and 

uninsulated steel or 

concrete lintels to 

windows and doors 

mean around average 

10 – 15% of many 

‘cavity’ walls are 

actually solid

Most ‘cavity’ walls built up to 

around 1995-ish have solid 

parts around window and door 

openings and possibly at the 

eaves

Internal brick or 

block leaf, with 

plaster

Insulated cavity, 

therefore improved 

‘U’ value

External brick outer 

leaf

‘Cavity closer’, with vertical 

DPC becomes cold-bridge

Window cill inside 

and outside

Timber (or plastic) window frame and 

double glazing, with better ‘U’ value

Condensation 

mould

Reveals to windows and doors, after 1981 – result   

10 – 15% of 

‘cavity’ 

walls built 

1920 – 1995 

are actually 

solid
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Plastic frames 

are usually 

narrower than 

timber frames

Replacing 

the old 

timber 

frames Here’s the 

old 

vertical 

DPC……

….and here’s 

the gap to 

allow water 

penetration!

Possible paragraph(s) – outside cavity walls

The phenomenon known as ‘climate change’ or the ‘climate emergency’ 
is anticipated to result in weather changes. Indeed, there are indication 
we are already experiencing such changes, with drier summers and 
wetter winters together with tropical type storms including very heavy rain 
and sometimes higher winds. The possibility exists therefore that outside 
cavity walls on most properties in the UK may be subjected to heavier 
and more prolonged periods of rain. Cavity walls are intended to prevent 
water penetration, but there are sometimes weaknesses in such walls 
that can allow rainwater ingress. If climate change continues, there is a 
risk this issue could become more of a problem generally in significant 
numbers of homes in the UK. I saw no evidence of this issue in the 
property at the time of my inspection. Water penetration through outside 
walls can cause damage to plaster, timbers (resulting in rot and wood-
boring insect attacks) and decorations. This is a risk to the property – see 
‘risks to property’ in section ? for further details.
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‘Combined’ (foul & surface water) drainage systems

• ‘There are over 500,000 kilometres of sewers in this 

country, about a fifth of which is “combined”. It is 

given that name because, for those 100,000km of 

pipe, sewage from homes is combined together 

with rainwater that has run into drains in our 

streets and roads. Overflows were built into this 

combined pipe to stop flooding during storms, and 

it is these overflows that are responsible for the 

many spills we see up and down the country and 

the associated, justified, public outrage’.

• Thus, around 20% of surveys involve these systems.

• Plus, they are usually old and in older built-up 
areas.
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Increased and or 

heavier rainfall will 

lead to more 

discharge of surface 

water into combined 

drainage system 

This will cause an 

increasing number 

of such systems to 

be overloaded, 

resulting in sewage 

and surface water 

‘backing up’ into the 

system on the 

property you 

inspected – your 

client will 

sometimes see their 

breakfast twice! 
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According to some data, about half 

of all flood claims are due to back-

filling of sewerage pipes. This 

causes ‘foul’ water to flood the 

property from the inside by flowing 

back via toilets, plug holes, waste 

pipes and so on. The traditional 

solution to this problem has been to 

sink a new manhole outside the 

property and fit non-return valves 

to eliminate the possibility. But this 

is a very expensive and time-

consuming process….we have 

designed and patented a unique 

Non-Return Valve that will simply 

push-in to your current pipework. 

Equally as effective as the 

traditional solution the valves can 

be fitted in minutes and do not 

require any specialist expertise or 

equipment’.

But, if every property 

fits these, will the 

main system become 

overloaded too, 

causing MORE 

pollution?

Possible paragraphs – combined drainage

The phenomenon known as ‘climate change’ or the ‘climate emergency’ is anticipated 
to result in weather changes. Indeed, there are indication we are already experiencing 
such changes, with drier summers and wetter winters together with tropical type 
storms including very heavy rain and sometimes higher winds. The possibility exists 
therefore that the foul / combined [delete] public drainage system beneath the highway 
may at times be overwhelmed by ‘flash-flooding’. Indeed, to my knowledge this has 
occurred in the area recently before my inspection. [delete] This could result in water 
and foul sewage ‘backing up’ within the combined public drainage system and causing 
flooding in or on the property. I recommend you install a ‘non-return’ valve in the last 
inspection chamber (man-hole) to help prevent this occurring. 

There is a risk that climate change may cause the combined public drainage system to 
‘back up’ into the drainage system on the property. This could cause flooding in the 
property, with a resultant risk of damage to masonry, plaster and decorations and also 
increase the risk of fungal decay (rot) and wood-boring insect attacks. Flooding could 
also affect the soil and foundations, with a possibility of damage to foundations causing 
structural movement. This is a risk to the property – see ‘risks to property’ in section ? 
for further details.
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One surveyor’s general climate change advice

‘Like everything else, buildings are being affected by
climate change and the home-buying public need to be
aware of a new range of issues when considering a
property purchase.

In the most general terms, buildings are not equipped to
deal with new climate conditions in the UK. Buildings are
suffering a battering from the weather on a much more
regular, extreme basis. Most building parts will be shorter
lived and more vulnerable to damage. Increasingly
houses are overheating in summer and leaking in
extreme wet weather. Gutters are often undersized, walls
are being saturated before they are able to dry out, and
flash flooding is more prevalent.

It is important to understand that all buildings require
regular repair and maintenance and that the purchasing
of a survey is in no way an indemnity against future
issues. Many parts will be affected to a greater or lesser
extent’.
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Mike Ridgell 

Chartered Surveyor

& Sava Trainer

Conclusions 

• Climate change is here to stay, or at least that is the view of the vast 
majority of the scientific community, which is confirmed by public 
perception (and perception is reality);

• The UN and other agencies believe there are likely to be significant global 
changes arising from the climate emergency and has identified some 
probabilities in that regard;

• Property is fundamental to people’s lives in many ways and any threat or 
risk to their homes is a threat to their wellbeing;

• Even relatively minor changes to weather patterns and behaviour could 
pose significant threats to property;

• We have considered a very small number of a property’s elements and the 
possible consequences of climate change; and

• I believe some comment, even just a simple paragraph or two (like Mike 
Ridgell is doing) is now  a minimum requirement for survey reports.

60


