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What's new in the latest IPCC release
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Mangroves and other nature-based adaptations can help to protect coastlines
from intense storms and sea level rise. Credit: Antonio Busiello/WWF

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change on Monday released
the second part of its sixth major assessment report.
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The assessment reports, which come out every few years, review what
we know about climate change, its impacts and future risks, and options
to adapt and reduce emissions.

The latest release focuses on climate change's impacts on nature and
human societies, identifies different vulnerabilities, and assesses the
capabilities and limits for natural and human systems to adapt.

Columbia Climate School anthropologist Ben Orlove has been working
with the IPCC since 2016. He is a lead author on Chapter 17 of the
report, entitled "Decision-making options for managing risk."

In the interview below—which has been edited and condensed for
clarity—Orlove explains what it was like to contribute to the report, the
challenges of naming and quantifying adaptation, and some of the key
takeaways from the new release.

How does this new release fit into the Sixth
Assessment Report?

The IPCC has three working groups, and each of those groups releases
its report separately.

Part one, which came out in August last year, focuses on the physical
science basis of climate change—what do we know about temperature
and precipitation changes, based on observations of the past and current
state of climate, and projections of its future conditions. Part three,
which should come out in March, will focus on mitigation, or reducing
emissions.

Our group, part two, is the middle child. Its mandate is impacts,
adaptation and vulnerability. With "impacts," we've got to figure out
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what the climate risks mean for food security, for health, for water
resources, et cetera, across the different geographic regions of the world.
"Adaptation" means what are people doing to respond to those impacts.
And "vulnerability" is a great word because it shows that there are social
factors that mean that the same impact can hit some populations harder
than others. And it also indicates that addressing the hazard or risk
requires addressing the vulnerability as well.

What's new about this report?

One of the things that this report does much more than the earlier
assessment reports is that it's trying to conduct an overall assessment of
just how much adaptation is taking place in the world.

The Paris Agreement in 2015 established what it called a global goal of
adaptation. So there's an effort to figure out how much adaptation is
taking place and where it is taking place. But that's kind of tricky. If you
want to measure global emissions, it's not that hard—you can look at
some amount of air and see how much CO2 there is in there, and you can
link that to the climate models, and you're good to go. Broadly,
adaptation has to do with reducing risks. But with adaptation, you've got
to figure out what the units of adaptation are, and where you're going to
find them. You want to have some sense of how you evaluate that, how
you decide whether it's effective. And there is the enormous issue of
evaluating any step that reduces risks for some but not for all—or, as
often happens, that reduces risk for some while increasing it for others.

This report represents a major advance in the overall assessment of
adaptation because it provides systematic coverage. It looks at a country
by country scale, seeing what different countries are doing, what level of
planning they have, whether they are implementing their plans, and
whether they are monitoring and evaluating their plans. And it also draws
on other reviews that examine the large body of published studies on
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adaptation projects; even though these studies cover some areas and
topics more than others, they offer a useful lens that helps us track, for
example, the recent expansion of adaptation in areas of food security,
water resources and poverty reduction, especially in Asia and Africa.

The report provides a major review of the feasibility of many adaptation
strategies. It points to low-hanging fruit—established strategies, like
forest protection and restoration, improved efficiency of water systems,
and resilient power systems—whose feasibility is well-documented, and
it indicates the current deficits in support that other strategies, like
planned resettlement and relocation, will need to address to become
more feasible. It also shows that many adaptation strategies not only
reduce the impacts of climate-related risks, but contribute to the
transitions of systems—ecosystems, energy systems, urban
infrastructure—that, taken together, support the full transformation to a
higher level of sustainability world-wide.

This report also marks a major advance in the study of complex,
compound, and cascading risks. IPCC has a long history of separating
out risks, looking at drought and heat waves as separate silos, for
example, rather than recognizing that they connect. As another example,
they historically looked at wildfire, heavy storms and debris flows
separately, rather than noting that debris flows are caused by heavy rains
on burned hillsides, which in turn might be due to underlying climate
factors. So the problems are complex physically and they're complex
socially because there are many actors that are involved. Addressing
food issues means addressing water issues, for instance. And the
complexity of adaptation issues means that there is a complexity of
policy and of evaluation—different groups might care about different
outcomes.

What questions does your chapter focus on?
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We paid a lot of attention to what's called enabling conditions. Some
people in some settings are aware of climate change, of the particular
impacts in their sector or their region, and they formulate responses;
others have difficulty doing that because the conditions to enable that are
not always present. Enabling conditions include: a well-organized,
coordinated, participatory governance; adequate finance; and having
information available in a form that people can use. We also put effort to
see what tools and techniques people use for making decisions around
adaptation.

There's also a lot of attention to monitoring and evaluation. It's not just
that you plan to implement an adaptation measure; you want to see, did it
work out? And what have you learned to do things better next time? And
that ties with strong attention to effectiveness.

It's impressive to see the increase in adaptation activity, even as we see
the adaptation needs growing faster than the adaptation activities. We
know a lot of what needs to be done. We understand the need to get
different government agencies working with each other from local to
regional to national as they collaborate with community groups and with
the private sector. We see the great value of full participation of
Indigenous Peoples and local communities at all stages of adaptation,
drawing on their distinct knowledge systems. We know how that works.
We even know certain techniques to bring them together. We understand
the importance of finance and how it can promote attentiveness to
effectiveness and monitoring and evaluation. And we've learned that
science does not immediately beam into people's minds, but that there is
a whole process of co-production of useful climate products. So we
know all those things and we need the political will to carry those
forward in order to enhance adaptation.

What are some obstacles to adaptation?
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Climate change impacts are often most severe in developing countries
that aren't responsible for the majority of climate-warming emissions,
and who are least equipped financially to deal with that loss and damage.
That can limit adaptation. In some cases, we are seeing impacts that are
so severe that adaptation is no longer possible.

We're also aware of maladaptation—the idea that sometimes the cure is
worse than the disease. For example, say there's a drought-stricken
agricultural area that puts in irrigation. That benefits the fraction of the
farmers who are wealthier, who may be shifting to a capital-intensive
agriculture—a lot of fertilizer and pesticide, and shifting away from
food crops to things that are exported or non-food crops—and then
you've displaced a lot of the poor families and you're more vulnerable to
the next crisis. Or you build a sea wall in a coastal area and people move
in, because the area seems safe, until the next flood. You want to do
something, but you don't want to rush and then discover months or years
later that it was a mistake.

Another issue is that we're approaching the limits to adaptation in some
sectors. With coral reefs, it's pretty hard. Are we going to lose 90 percent
of them with 1.5 degrees of warming, or 99 percent of them with 2
degrees of warming? We care about them for their innate value, for the
biodiversity, for the fisheries, for the tourism. And beyond that it's just
painful to witness such losses.

What was it like to put the chapter together?

We're a synthesis chapter, so we kind of distill common elements of
other chapters on different regions and sectors such as health, water, and
food. We report on their findings, though we also looked for additional
literature on our own. We focus on the ones since 2014, which is when
the Fifth Assessment Report came out. But even with this short time
frame, it is a massive literature review. In our review, we were fortunate
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to work with several Columbia students in the MA Program in Climate
and Society, Isabelle Cojocaru-Durand, Zoe Klobus, Lei Pei, and
Alexandra Rinaldi, and with an undergraduate in Sustainable
Development, Sabrina Shih; they are listed as contributing authors to the
chapter.

At the start, we received a set of bullet points with the main points that
our chapter should make clear. We went through three drafts. One went
through internal review. Another went through expert review. And then
we went through a government review and we had to respond to what the
governments said, because they're the ones who are voting on the
summary for policymakers. Taking all these drafts together, we received
1,586 comments from around the world, and we had to respond to each
of them.

Sounds like a lot. What made you want to take on all
this work?

You would think that the two things that bring people to the IPCC are
ego and egolessness. The ego for the boasting rights, and the egolessness
for the chance to do service to address this global crisis. For sure, there's
some of both of that. It's certainly among the most important work that I
do. These reports are very widely read and they shape conversations

But there's also a third thing, a real sense of community among the IPCC
people. It's deeply inspiring to be working on a collegial basis with
people from around the world. My ties with my fellow authors were a
valuable support during the pandemic, as I heard from people in Cape
Town and Mexico City and Seoul and Berlin, and understood the
challenges they were facing.

What are some optimistic takeaways from the report?
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One key message is that we're really seeing what a difference nature-
based solutions make. We used to think of parks in cities as a nice
amenity. There's now significant research showing higher mortality from
heat waves reflecting the absence of green infrastructure, and the
importance of vegetation in cooling and for human well-being. Nature-
based solutions can also help with coastal flooding, where mangroves
and seagrass meadows really help protect coasts.

We have a valuable and brief window when we must take action. Every
degree, every tenth of a degree of warming that we can prevent makes a
difference. There's a great deal that we can do, and we've learned a lot
about these enabling conditions, so we see the importance of collective
action and political will to bring the resources for mitigation and
adaptation.

Faced with the monumental scale of climate change as a global issue, it's
easy to give in to despair, to give in to fear. Of the striking findings of
this report, one is the importance of local citizen engagement. Again and
again, we see in developed and developing countries, in cities and in
rural areas, community groups play an important role in shaping
adaptation priorities and in implementing and evaluating adaptation. This
report shows that community engagement is really a key element of
governance, which is a key enabling factor of adaptation.

And so one of the encouraging messages here is how many options for
action there are available to people around the world who are concerned.
I was gratified to see how many of my fellow authors participate in local
climate action, as I do. Every individual can contribute to this immense
collective effort.

This story is republished courtesy of Earth Institute, Columbia University 
http://blogs.ei.columbia.edu.
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