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“2100? IT DOESN’'T KEEP ME
UP AT NIGHT!”

| essons for the Next Generation of Climate Assessments

BY LEE TRYHORN AND ART DEGAETANO

limate change is underway and the impacts are

being felt. Assessments of climate change

impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability (collec-
tively termed “climate assessments”) are being under-
taken to inform decision making in this environment
of uncertainty (Carter et al. 2007). The urgent need
for climate information for management and adapta-
tion decisions has led to an increase in the number
of climate assessments being performed across the
United States (National Assessment Synthesis Team
2001; New England Regional Assessment Group 2001;
Frumbhoffet al. 2007; Titus et al. 2009; Jacobson et al.
2009; Moser et al. 2009; Karl et al. 2009; NYSERDA
ClimAID Team 2010). Assessment methodologies
have gradually evolved and increased in number
(Carter et al. 2007), and this trend is likely to con-
tinue. In recent years, climate assessments have been
progressively propelled from exclusively research-
oriented summaries or activities toward analytical
frameworks that are designed for practical decision
making (Carter et al. 2007). The latest climate as-
sessments (the “new generation”) are often required

to formulate comprehensive adaptation alternatives
or, at the very least, recommendations that will guide
the choice of alternatives. This transition is occur-
ring with mixed success, as the aims of research and
decision analysis differ somewhat in their treatment
of uncertainty (Dessai and Hulme 2004; Rayner et al.
2005). Research seeks to understand and minimize
uncertainty, whereas decision analysis aims to man-
age uncertainty in order to prioritize and carry out
actions (Carter et al. 2007).

Despite the increase in assessments that deal with
adaptation alternatives, and the increasing recogni-
tion that climate impacts and adaptation are unique
issues in each community (Miles et al. 2006; Lynch
and Brunner 2007; Christoplos et al. 2009; Brunner
and Lynch 2010a,b), there has continued to be a lack
of practical advice for adaptation decision making
at the local level (Arnell 2010). This is particularly
true when considering smaller, less urbanized com-
munities. There are a number of examples of larger
well-resourced communities taking adaptation action
(Lowe et al. 2009; NYC Climate Change Adaptation
Task Force), but at smaller scales communities that

are proactive with adaptation are a rarity. The attitude
is captured by the quote used for the title of this essay
from a water supply plant manager when asked about
future planning efforts.

The focus of this essay is therefore ways in which
assessments can make themselves more socially rel-
evant (i.e., better link climate science to real-world
problems being faced by communities) and success-
fully meet the new demands that are being asked of
them. This essay draws on experiences from the 2010
Integrated Assessment for Effective Climate Change
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Great Lakes System Profile
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Fig. 2 Cyclone tracks during winter in North America. (Reproduced with permission from NAV Canada
2017)
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