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IPCC’s purpose and accomplishments

The IPCC was created in 1988 … to prepare, 
based on available scientific information, and 
assessments on all aspects of climate change 
and its impacts, with a view to formulating 
realistic response strategies.



“Policy relevant, but not prescriptive”

Actual Text is more nuanced …

• “IPCC reports should be neutral with respect 
to policy, although they may need to deal 
objectively with scientific, technical and socio-
economic factors relevant to the application of 
particular policies." 



What does IPCC AR5 tell 
a decision maker about 

adaptation?



From the SPM AR5 WG II
“Adaptation Experience”

• Adaptation is becoming embedded in some planning processes, with more 
limited implementation of responses

• Adaptation experience is accumulating across regions in the public and 
private sector and within communities (high confidence). Governments at 
various levels are starting to develop adaptation plans and policies and to 
integrate climate-change considerations into broader development plans.

• Responding to climate-related risks involves decision-making in a changing 
world, with continuing uncertainty about the severity and timing of 
climate-change impacts and with limits to the effectiveness of adaptation 
(high confidence).

• Adaptation and mitigation choices in the near-term will affect the risks of 
climate change throughout the 21st century (high confidence).

• Uncertainties about future vulnerability, exposure, and responses of 
interlinked human and natural systems are large (high confidence). This 
motivates exploration of a wide range of socioeconomic futures in 
assessments of risks.



Highlighted statements  (i.e. what the decision makers’ advisors might read)

Four adaptation chapters and two SPM sections (random order, personal assessment)

Actionable
(iF … Then …)

Informative
(This is  

established / 
possible)

Obvious
(Duh!)

Potentially 
misleading

(Are you for 
real?)
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Potential of 
enhancing the role of 

Local Govt and 
Private Sector

Adaptation is context 
specific

Increased awareness 
is often not 

translated into action
Adaptation is just 

moving from 
awareness to 

planning



Literature 
Assessment

I had a team that covered 
all the UN languages 
other than Chinese – so 
we could review all the 
literature in all 
languages.

But English dominates.

And has increased 4 to 5 
fold since AR4. 
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Chpt 1



Link to DRM and the SREX Report



New Imagery

Linking 
adaptation to 
multiple 
stressors  and 
the 
irreversibility 
of some 
decisions



Some “brave” summaries that will be used by 
decision makers



Risk and potential for adaptation

Very Low            Medium              Very High

Present
Near Term

(2030-2040)

Long Term   2C

(2080-2100)   4C

Adaptation

Wild-fire induced loss of ecosystem integrity, property loss, 
human morbidity and mortality as a result of increased drying 
trend and temperature trend (high confidence)

Adaptation deficit?



Changing the definition of adaptation
AR4
Adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or expected 
climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits beneficial 
opportunities.
SREX
In human systems, the process of adjustment to actual or expected climate 
and its effects, in order to moderate harm or exploit beneficial opportunities. 
AR5
The process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects. In 
human systems, adaptation seeks to moderate harm or exploit beneficial 
opportunities. 

Subtle changes, but huge implications as to what counts as 
adaptation and is eligible for funding or being accounted as 
contributions



MIND THE GAP



The aftermath of a natural disaster often
gives decision makers an opening to push 
through corrective and preventive
actions. Resilience goes beyond risk 
migration; it increases not just 
preparedness but also capacity to 
respond to a disaster and swiftly recover 
from it.

Development community

Meanwhile the development 
community (international and within 
developing countries have been 
getting on with actions and learning, 
and outpacing the formal literature



Communal toilets elevated against flooding in Cambodia



Procedural guidance



Over ‘academicization’ of and repetition in 
much of the formal literature



Consequence

?

Resilience

Adaptation?

Development



Missed opportunities e.g. The PPCR

Pilot Program for Climate Resilience
• A program initiated by the MDBs, to pilot what was to 

become the Green Climate Fund
• Eventually funded to $1.3 Billion – 18 countries
• Focus on making climate risks part of development 

planning
• Greatly exceeds any other singular adaptation 

financing in total amount and amount per supported 
country

• Approaching 6 years of experience – many lessons –
good and bad – especially for the GCF –
comprehensively documented

• Substantially mentioned in only one chapter of the AR5
• There is a string of PhDs to be had!



What are policy makers asking?

• Better forecasts!  Gradually accepting limits.

• Which interventions and processes are most 
likely to build adaptive capacity / resilience 
and in which circumstances?

• Do we need transformative changes in our 
approach?  What is transformative change?

• How can we measure the effectiveness of 
adaptation efforts?





Tony’s challenges

• How do we communicate our results, particularly in 
the event of significant uncertainty?

• How do we translate information across communities 
(e.g., from impacts models to integrated assessment 
models to social cost of carbon models)? 

• How do we address catastrophic impacts and extreme 
events?

• What is the right scale for impacts assessment? And, 
how do we link across scales?

• How do we develop models that are useful for 
adaptation decisions?



Uncertainty, uncertainty everywhere, 
but nary a fact to think

• How do we communicate our results, particularly in 
the event of significant uncertainty?

• How do we translate information across communities 
(e.g., from impacts models to integrated assessment 
models to social cost of carbon models)? 

• How do we address catastrophic impacts and extreme 
events?

• What is the right scale for impacts assessment? And, 
how do we link across scales?

• How do we develop models that are useful for 
adaptation decisions?

Start by telling 
people what 
we do know



What do we know?
• Adaptation is essential - everywhere.
• Adaptation is about taking opportunities that will allow human livelihoods to 

continue to improve.
• The most appropriate actions (if ever knowable) will be context specific.
• Engaging the full range of stakeholders in an informed and empowered way is the 

ideal - try to get as close to that ideal as feasible.
• Actions must focus on both the short and long term.
• There are sufficient uncertainties that some form of iterative decision making or 

adaptive management will be needed (c.f. management of economies). 
• Institutions must be structured such that these course corrections are not seen as 

failures.
• Adaptation is linked to DRM, local and global economies and development 

goals. It should an integral part of the broader societal debate and decision 
making process. We (the science community should be presenting and positioning 
it this way and not as a stand alone issue.

• ‘Resilience’ is a good idea and the debate was useful, but what is resilience? 
Maybe its time to erase the term and start thinking more concretely. (C.f. dropping 
of the term autonomous adaptation’, and changing the very meaning of 
adaptation and maladaptation themselves).

• Etc.



A chain – version 1

• How do we communicate our results, particularly in 
the event of significant uncertainty?

• How do we translate information across communities 
(e.g., from impacts models to integrated assessment 
models to social cost of carbon models)? 

• How do we address catastrophic impacts and extreme 
events?

• What is the right scale for impacts assessment? And, 
how do we link across scales?

• How do we develop models that are useful for 
adaptation decisions?



Preparing for the worst while 
forgetting the  grinding down 
of repeated “minor” setbacks
• How do we communicate our results, particularly in 

the event of significant uncertainty?

• How do we translate information across communities 
(e.g., from impacts models to integrated assessment 
models to social cost of carbon models)? 

• How do we address catastrophic impacts and extreme 
events?

• What is the right scale for impacts assessment? And, 
how do we link across scales?

• How do we develop models that are useful for 
adaptation decisions?



From            to                to

• How do we communicate our results, particularly in 
the event of significant uncertainty?

• How do we translate information across communities 
(e.g., from impacts models to integrated assessment 
models to social cost of carbon models)? 

• How do we address catastrophic impacts and extreme 
events?

• What is the right scale for impacts assessment? And, 
how do we link across scales?

• How do we develop models that are useful for 
adaptation decisions?



Over to you.
But both 

communities 
need to be 

involved

• How do we, particularly in the event of significant 
uncertainty?

• How do we translate information across communities 
(e.g., from impacts models to integrated assessment 
models to social cost of carbon dels)? 

• How do we address catastrophic impacts and extreme 
events?

• What is the right scale for impacts assessment? And, 
how do we link across scales?

• How do we develop models that are useful for 
adaptation decisions?



Have our realities 
diverged?


