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ANNEX: ASC advice on preparing for the next climate change risk assessment 

Introduction 

The climate change risk assessment (CCRA) is a key component of the adaptation policy cycle, 
providing an important step for setting priorities for adaptation action and shaping the national 
adaptation response.  The CCRA should aim to understand the combined effects of two main drivers 
of risk to guide policy-makers on where adaptation action is most urgent: 

• Climate change.  How large is the risk (or opportunity) from climate change?  How quickly does 
the risk grow through time?  How uncertain are the size and direction of change? 

• Socio-economic change.  Will population growth and economic development exacerbate or 
moderate the effects?  How far can adaptation efforts reduce the risk? 

So where a climate risk is large, likely to increase quickly, and compounded by socio-economic 
effects, for example surface water flooding, the Government may wish to take decisive action to 
manage the risk or remove barriers to others taking action.  Where the risk is potentially large but 
the direction of change is more uncertain, for example agricultural production, the Government may 
wish to enable land managers to take low-regret adaptation now to provide early benefits while 
retaining flexibility to respond in the future. 

First risk assessment 

The UK’s first climate change risk assessment (CCRA) provided an important first step in establishing 
the evidence base for the development of a national adaptation programme.  It found that without 
action the largest costs to the UK are likely to come from increased flood damages and disruption, 
pressure on water resources in some parts of the country, risks to human health from hotter 
summers, and damages to ecosystems.  It also found that warmer temperatures in particular could 
bring some benefits, such as fewer winter deaths and longer growing seasons for crops and trees. 

However, the assessment was constrained because: 

• It was carried out on a tight timescale of two years.  Within this time the assessment team had 
to develop the method, carry out all the analytical work, and synthesise the results. 

• It had to rely on existing models, datasets and research to identify the priority climate risks.  This 
meant that it corroborated many of the findings of previous studies,1 rather than uncovering 
major new risks or opportunities. 

• It took a simplistic approach to socio-economic change.  It did not quantify the effects of 
population growth or economic development in a consistent or robust fashion.  As a result, the 
final risk ranking did not necessarily represent the true scale of the risk nor indicate where 
further policy effort may be required. For example the flooding analysis assumed that the rate 
of development would be evenly spread in the future despite ASC analysis to the contrary. 
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• It did not incorporate cross-sectoral interactions.  For example, how water used by one sector, 
such as agriculture and power generation, will create a trade-off with use by another sector or 
the natural environment. 

Key evidence for the second risk assessment 

Budget constraints in the public sector mean that the second risk assessment will need an even 
tighter focus than the first.  The ASC advise that the next risk assessment should focus on updating 
the ranking and characterisation of risks rather than starting a new assessment from scratch.  The 
update should be based on: 

i. The latest climate science.  The UKCP09 projections that formed the basis of the first climate 
change risk assessment will need updating by the time the next risk assessment is due.  The 
programme will need an updated set of climate projections based on the best available 
science, for example faster rates of sea level rise than previously thought or the implications of 
Arctic sea ice melt for wetter summers in the UK. 

ii. Deeper evidence on known climate impacts.  The next assessment should move beyond 
relying on single variable linear correlations to using mechanistic multivariate models of 
climate impacts that have more powerful predictive value.  Several such models already exist – 
and techniques have been developed to use the probabilistic information from UKCP09.  These 
models give greater potential to forecast the outcomes of climate change under a range of 
possible scenarios, particularly when they explore indirect effects and cross-sectoral 
interactions. 

iii. Fuller set of climate risks.  Some major risks, such as surface water flooding or international 
impacts,2 were not included in the first assessment because the effects of climate change were 
poorly characterised.  The next risk assessment should aim to include some of the biggest 
missing impacts in the risk ranking, as set out in Figure 1 over page. 

iv. Effects of current policy and socio-economic change, including adaptive capacity.  Given the 
limitations with the first risk assessment, the second should explicitly incorporate scenarios of 
socio-economic change, and the level of adaptation (or mal-adaptation) from current policy.  
The ASC adaptation indicators will help to establish a baseline for this work.  The indicators can 
be used to explore whether or not the policies in the first national adaptation programme 
could moderate the effects of climate change now or in the future. 
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 Price Waterhouse Coopers (forthcoming); Adaptation Sub-Committee (2012) 
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Figure 1.  Coverage of risks and impacts in the UK’s first climate change risk assessment.3 

 

Next steps for the second risk assessment 

Managed research programme: April 2013 to March 2015 

We advise that a two-year managed research programme is established urgently to improve the 
evidence base for the second risk assessment.  The main task of the research programme should be 
fast-tracking new work to fill key evidence gaps, as outlined above.  The Dutch have recently adopted 
a similar approach with their Knowledge for Climate research programme, and the US are moving 
towards a sustained assessment model.  The Adaptation Sub-Committee plans to work with Defra 
and the Environment Agency to scope these evidence priorities in more detail early next year.  

At the same time, Defra may wish to explore options for administering and delivering the research 
programme, which could, for example, be managed through one of the UK research councils.  Such a 
model could allow for greater involvement from the UK research community to ensure that the risk 
assessment is based on best available science and evidence, and also quality assured and peer 
reviewed.  Doing this will also help enhance the UK’s capability for modelling climate risks for future 
assessments.  A similar approach has already been used by the UK National Ecosystem Assessment. 

Independent national assessment: April 2015 to July 2016 

The second phase would involve assembling and synthesising the evidence gathered from the 
research programme, and combining it with an assessment of adaptation progress.  It would require 
a robust framework to bring together the various strands of evidence in a consistent way. 
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We plan to undertake an independent synthesis of the evidence, in line with our duty under the 
Climate Change Act to provide the Government with advice to inform preparation of the next risk 
assessment.  This would take place in the year after our statutory report on progress following 
publication of the Government’s national adaptation programme.  The ASC provides a natural link 
between the research community and policy agenda, and can also make more explicit links between 
its indicators of adaptation progress and the risks identified in the risk assessment.  The US are 
working to include indicators more explicitly as part of their next national assessment. 

The Government could then use this independent assessment as the evidence base for its own 
report to Parliament on the risks and opportunities of climate change for the UK. 


