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The current COVID-19
crisis is a symbol for
unforeseen business
continuity challenges
related to climate
change and it presents
a major opportunity to
prepare for the future
and improve your
organization’s resilience.
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Saving the world might save your company 

The current pandemic is causing business disruption
around the globe on an unprecedented scale.
Unfortunately, it is unlikely to be the last major business
disruption. Climate change and all its associated risks will
have a major impact on business continuity (BC) in the years
to come. As such, business continuity management is more
important than ever.
Scientific research suggests that the massive
decline in wildlife habitat through human activity
strongly increases the risk of zoonotic virus
spillover between wildlife and humans1. Increasing
population growth and global meat consumption
will lead to heightened stress on our food supply
system, resulting in ever increasing farmlands
and less habitat for wildlife2,3. Moreover, climate
change induced food shortages will push people
to alternative food sources and consumption of
bushmeat, like bats, further increasing the risk of
virus spillover, according to Columbia University4.
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These risks are in addition to the regular physical
climate risks such as extreme weather, water
security issues, and sea level rise that threaten
your organization. It is becoming increasingly
apparent that there are many unforeseen
consequences to climate change that are new to
businesses and organizations. The Coronavirus
could be an example of such an unforeseen
risk. As businesses scramble to continue their
operations during the pandemic, it is those that
look beyond the short term that will be ready for
the future.
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A changing risk landscape
The Business Continuity Institute (BCI) is a
network of over 8,000 business continuity,
resilience and disaster recovery experts.
Thereby, it is one of the leading networks
dedicated to increasing business continuity
and resilience in order to keep the world’s
organizations on track. In their risk reports, socalled Horizon Scans, it is evident that the risk
landscape is changing rapidly and becoming
more unpredictable5. The BCI highlights
the emergence of new types of threats that
business continuity professionals have rarely
encountered before. According to the World
Economic Forum (WEF) annual risk report, a key
explanation for the emergence of new threats is
the increasing impact climate change has on the
business arena6.
Although climate issues have long been part
of the Corporate Social Responsibility sections
of annual reports and of Environmental, Social
and corporate Governance (ESG) strategies,
they are now having an increasingly real impact
on the day-to-day business operations of many
organizations7. Extreme weather events, utility
supply interruption, climate policy and supply
chain disruption are just a handful of business
continuity issues from the BCI report that are
linked to climate change8.
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These issues can be categorized according to
three types of risks: physical, transition, and
liability. Examples of physical risks include
flooding, drought, and extreme weather
events and are of a direct nature. Transition
risks are business risks that occur due to
the global transition towards a low-carbon
economy. For example, a carbon tax could
put certain companies out of business due to
their operations becoming unprofitable. Finally,
liability risks occur due to legislation and fines
for environmental damage.
It is becoming increasingly clear that climate
change is a global issue, not only affecting
certain regions or countries. As such, chances
are that your business will be affected and
that climate change will disrupt your day to day
activities, especially given the highly connected
nature of global supply chains. A high proportion
of organizations do not have plans in place to
deal with these newly arising issues9. Yet, early
adoption of climate risk integration can contribute
strongly to safeguarding your organization’s
business continuity.
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Projections for future climate risks
The 2020 BCI risk report reveals that over 60
percent of all major business risks are either
directly caused or negatively affected by climate
change. It is not the first time that BCI scans
reveal such a message, in their 2017 Climate
Change Report in cooperation with Siemens, it is
already mentioned that

climate change might be the
biggest threat to business
continuity this century10.
These threats include physical risks such as
extreme weather events and flooding. Although
these may seem initially unrelated to your
operations, secondary effects from these risks
can be disastrous for your thriving business.
Part of climate change’s big impact on continuity
is due to the fact that vital business processes
and systems are increasingly interconnected.
One small disruption can lead to previously
unknown consequences which transfer to many
other systems, according to the Dutch National
Institute for Public Health and the Environment
(RIVM)11. A very clear example is a dependency
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on China for production: as Coronavirus first hit
there, many firms in other countries suffered
from supply chain disruption even though they
were yet unaffected by the virus. Risks like these
are especially relevant for multinationals that
rely on a global supply chain. Risks like these
are especially relevant for the global supply
chain. Even if you are not a major organization
relying on such a supply chain, your partners or
suppliers might rely on them. Hence, business
disruption and economic downturn on the scale
we are currently experiencing will impact the
performance of almost any business.
As governments increase regulations and
legislation to foster a low-carbon economy,
transition risks are more and more relevant for your
business continuity. Carbon pricing, increased
cost of raw materials, sector stigmatization (fossil
fuels), and changing customer behavior are just
some examples of transition risks that may affect
your continuity.
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Fighting back
In the wake of all these changes in the risk
landscape, it is very common for people to feel
overwhelmed or even powerless facing climate
associated risks. However, there is a significant
silver lining to these challenges: there are many
things you can do to protect yourself and your
business against them. We highlight three
measures against climate change business
disruption in this article:
Collaboration for continuity: align your
resilience and sustainability strategy.
Is there expertise on sustainability or climate
change within your company and is this
knowledge
shared with your resilience
professionals? Aligning your sustainability and
resilience strategy is a great way to protect your
business against climate change disruption.
A good starting point can be to connect
sustainability officers to key stakeholders in the
field of general risk management and business
continuity planning. In other words: make
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sure your supply chain planners are in contact
with your sustainability department. Given the
complexity and uncertainty, it makes sense to
foster collaboration between disciplines to help
anticipate and mitigate the threats that climate
change brings.
Another way to achieve alignment is to extend
your risk management network, and collaborate
with a wider variety of internal and external
stakeholders (e.g. risk management professionals
1st and 2nd line, internal audit and supply
chain teams).
Identifying key suppliers and collaborating
with them to understand the risks, and taking
necessary measures against them can give huge
payoffs when disruption occurs. Discovering
how your suppliers are dealing with their supply
chain risks – specifically those connected to
sustainability/climate change – can help your
business tremendously.
Sustainability strategy alignment cannot only
improve your resilience, but can also lead to
improved financial performance. For example,
research by Deloitte, The European Investment
Bank, and GABV shows that banks who take a
strategic longer-term view of profit and prosperity
in accordance with ESG integration have higher
financial returns12. Extensive research by
Deutsche Bank and the University of Hamburg
support this notion, showing higher returns in
the long-term for banks with ESG integration13.
This indicates that aligning risk management
and sustainable business operations could help
significantly in ensuring continuity.
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Fighting back (continued)
Ensure you have both a BCMS and
Sustainability framework in place
(1), that they are aligned (2), and
continuity and sustainability professionals
are aware of both frameworks (3).
Many organizations already have a Business
Continuity Management System (BCMS) in place.
Having such a system has shown to decrease the
number of business continuity incidents in 2019
(BCI 2020)14. However, the same should account
for a sustainability framework. A commonly used
example is an ESG proposition that is linked to
value creation. An ESG proposition combines
environmental, social and governance criteria
and links them to an internal system of practices,
controls, and procedures for a company. If
your organization does not yet have either
frameworks, it could be useful to explore what
these frameworks can offer. Individually, they can
already be advantageous. However, we believe
there are significant mutual benefits to obtain
from aligning your BCMS and sustainability
frameworks. This is why we recommend, on
the one hand, for sustainability professionals to
investigate their organizations’ BCMS, and, on
the other hand, resilience experts to deep-dive
into the applicable sustainability frameworks.
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Ensure that risk assessments
incorporate climate risks both in the
short- and the long-term.
Our third recommendation is to make sure that
climate risks are included in your risk assessments.
There are many different climate risks that can
affect your organization, both on a short and a
long timescale. A key method used for mapping
climate risk is scenario analysis and thinking. The
impact of physical and transition risks depends
on the severity of climate change, which in turn
depends on how humanity acts globally. As such,
climate risks need to be mapped according to
several scenarios including BAU (business-asusual), +2 and +4 °C scenarios. Evaluating current
and future climate risks that are relevant for all
locations and your supply chain, and mapping
their impact both on a local and operational level
can be very helpful to reveal your organization’s
continuity weaknesses. Within this assessment,
it is important to make sure global risks are
translated into local risks and consequences.
A good way to start is by conducting a trend
analysis of the risks and threats to your
organization on a local and operational
level, including long-term risks. Ideally, a risk
assessment should include real-time insight in
the most relevant transition and physical risks
for a business, for instance data on weather
forecasts or political developments. Acting
and thinking on a global scale with a long-term
perspective will help in preparing for the risks
mentioned in this article.
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Concluding remarks
All hands are currently on deck to protect
ourselves and our economy against COVID-19,
however climate change is expected to have
impacts of a similar scale, if not even larger. It is
evident that organizations cannot adopt a ‘wait
and see’ approach with regard to sustainability,
instead they have to adapt and become resilient.
Or, to put it more strongly, in the words of the BCI:

“organizations have a simple
choice – adapt or disappear”.
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Learning to deal with disruptions more effectively
than competitors will be a competitive advantage.
Incorporating climate change and its effects
into strategies and business continuity planning
will enable organizations to be prepared for
both the physical risks of climate change and
the legislation that is undoubtedly on its way.
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