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Summary report of Citizens’ Advisory Forum, 
Session 2: Adaptation to climate change  
Saturday 27th

Introduction 

 November 2010. Leftbank Centre, Bristol 

The second session of the Living with Environmental Change (LWEC) citizens’ advisory 
forum focused on the topic of adaptation to climate change.  

The day consisted of introductory sessions led by OPM, presentations from expert speakers 
from UK Climate Impacts Programme (UKCIP), followed by group Q&A sessions with the 
experts, and a number of deliberative, discussion exercises.  

Participants were asked to discuss their thoughts on the topic of adaptation, and also to 
reflect on where they think LWEC and its partners should prioritise research in this area. The 
key findings from the discussion are being fed back to LWEC to inform their future approach.  
This will help develop their climate change research strategy in 2011, of which adaptation will 
form an important part.   

Forum’s responses to adaptation  
Many of the forum members were concerned about the impacts of climate change on our 
future, and were keen to know more about the ways in which we as a society will need to 
adapt in order to respond to these impacts. Some of the forum members felt that the 
discussion around adaptation was more challenging than the previous discussion around 
flooding, as explained below:   

1) Adaptation to climate change is a new topic, about which little is known 

Forum members noted that they were more used to hearing about how to limit climate 
change, then how to adapt to it.  While many of the forum members were concerned about 
the extent of climate change, and talked about activities to reduce their own carbon 
emissions (e.g. using public transport, recycling etc), few had considered how they might 
have to change their behaviour in response to an altered climate:  

 “We all know about being green to stop climate change getting worse, but this is different 
and probably something we’ve not thought about much before.”  

With adaptation to climate change not being widely discussed, for example, in the media, 
there was a feeling that if we are to implement adaptation with any success, the profile of the 
topic needs to be raised.  
 

In particular, some individuals were keen to know how young people are being educated 
about the need to adapt to climate change. One forum member noted that, in general, people 
tend to resist change in their lives, but young people are more flexible and respond more 
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positively to messages about change. Therefore it is important that they are educated about 
climate change’s effects from the point of view of adapting to them, and not just limiting them.  

2) The uncertainty of climate change makes adaptation difficult to plan for 

Forum members underlined the difficulty of making decisions about future adaptation, when 
there is such a high level of uncertainty about what the future will be like. Participants noted 
that this uncertainty adds a layer of complexity to discussions on adaption. In comparison to 
discussions about flooding, which is already a reality faced by many communities, the 
decisions about adaptation seem far less clear cut and are dependent on a number of 
unquantifiable variables.  

Indeed, the forum noted that future adaptation will have to respond to changes not only to 
our climate, but also to other factors, such as availability of resources, the size of our 
population, etc. Therefore while people accepted the need to look at adapting to a range of 
climate scenarios, some felt that this was quite a narrow focus for the purposes of the 
discussion.  

 “I suppose, for me, it’s about understanding what scenarios they are using to plan…  Will 
we be using land in the same way? Will we be able to import as much food? We may not 
have access to and use of fossil fuels. We will probably be in a very different world in 
many ways.”  

A minority of the group felt that such is the level of uncertainty around climate change that it 
is unnecessary, and even counter productive to be overly concerned with adaptation to 
climate change. One participant referred back to the climate in the UK back in Roman times, 
as evidence of how hard it can be to predict changes in temperature, and therefore how hard 
it can be to prepare for them.   

“In 50-400 BC Britain was much hotter…these things are incredibly difficult to 
predict.”  

 
3) The need to prioritise adaptation in high risk areas 
Despite the obvious difficulties of understanding how best to adapt to future climate change, 
some participants were quick to discuss some potential criteria for prioritising adaptation 
efforts. During the group discussions, one group were particularly keen to know whether 
adaptive efforts would be focussed on areas that are subject to high risk from climate 
change. Forum members noted that it would make sense to do so. For example, if an area is 
already at high risk of flooding, it would be sensible to focus efforts to adapt buildings and 
land use in that area, to prevent future damage and destruction as far as possible.  

Forum’s responses to research into climate change 
adaptation  
The forum was keen to note that research into climate change adaptation is only of value if it 
is to be taken account of by key players such as government and “big business” as well as 
by the general public. (This message also emerged strongly during discussions in the first 
forum session on research into flooding.)  

And thinking beyond the role of the state and of large corporate players, the forum 
emphasised the need for further social research on how to convince the general public of the 
need to take up recommendation, and adapt their own behaviours.  
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Forums’ priorities for research into climate change 
Participants were asked to discuss each of the following areas of research into climate 
change adaptation, and to reflect on how important they perceived each of them to be and if 
possible to rank them in order of priority from most important down to least important.   

• Research into adaptation of land use 

• Research into adaptation of national infrastructure 

• Research into adaptation of natural resources 

• Research into adaption of buildings 

• Research into adaption of emergency planning 

Participants noted that this exercise was particularly challenging since the many of the areas 
are intrinsically interlinked. For example, how far we are able to adapt to maintain natural 
resources, such as water and biodiversity, will impact on how far we will have to vary our 
land use.  

This challenge was underlined throughout group discussions, and participants were keen to 
feedback that therefore all of the areas are important enough to receive funding and 
resources in the future.  

Research to understand climate change adaptation for land use 
Amongst forum members there was a strong feeling that adaptation of land use poses some 
of the greatest challenges for our future. Forum members underlined how challenging it will 
be to identify a collective approach to adapting land use. How do we change the way we use 
our land overall? And how do we get others to use land appropriately even if it’s not in their 
immediate interest?  

This was felt not only to be a challenging area of research, but also an important one. Some 
members noted that, compared to adaptation of buildings, there seems to be a greater risk 
attached to not “getting this right”. The rationale was that if land is used inappropriately it can 
lead to ‘disaster’ situations where people’s lives are put at risk (e.g. from extreme weather 
events), or forcibly and significantly altered (e.g. through a mass evacuation and relocation of 
people).   

One group noted that the value of research into land use is very much dependent on what 
levers there are to influence decision making in this area. Some noted that much land is 
privately owned, with a handful of individuals owning large tracts of land. Some were not 
optimistic about the potential of research to influence change in this area. They argued that 
changes were unlikely to happen since there are multiple land owners, all looking out for their 
individual interests.  

However, others felt that there is a potential to develop financial incentives and to use 
legislation to encourage and even enforce change. It was felt that land owners will be 
enthusiastic about making changes to their land, if they can derive personal benefit from 
these change, e.g. by growing a different crop that is in commercial demand. For this reason, 
and also because it offers ways to benefit from a changed climate, not just to survive it, 
forum members were keen to see continued research into new types of crops for the UK’s 
future climate. Others were keen to see the use of government and EU incentives, and noted 
that the EU have a tradition of subsidising different types of agriculture:   
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 “Could you pay people to grow apricots? This already happens.” 

Therefore, overall, research into this field was felt to be important, only if it could be 
implemented through the use of various incentives and levers for land owners to take up 
change.  

Research to understand climate change adaptation for national 
infrastructure 
Forum members noted how dependent we are as a society on the travel infrastructure and 
the energy network in particular, and therefore how important is to understand the need to 
change and adapt this for the future. In general, forum members were keen for there to be 
more research exploring not only different materials for building key pieces of national 
infrastructure, but also exploring different locations to ensure they are protected from risk.  

However, people were aware of the significant cost of implementing changes to national 
infrastructure. For example, a road or railway on stilts might be the best solution but it will be 
the most expensive. It was noted in one group therefore that current budget restraints may 
limit the potential of the fruits of research in this area. Rather than de-prioritising this 
research though, most people within the group felt that research should still be pursued, but 
with an emphasis on finding cost effective solutions.   

In one group the UKCIP expert also introduced the idea that infrastructure is often controlled 
by competing private entities (e.g. water companies) – who may have more pressing 
concerns such as their reputation and their profit and share price. However, once again, 
forum members did not view this as a reason to de-prioritise this research. Given the 
importance of the national infrastructure in enabling day to day survival of our communities, it 
was felt to be a state responsibility to ensure adaptation is properly addressed in this field. 

In one group, there was particular concern about the unsuitability of current refuse collection 
and disposal infrastructure for future climate scenarios, e.g. warmer average temperatures. 
There was a question asked about how much research is being done into this field, and it 
was felt that a new approach for refuse collection and disposal could address both climate 
change adaptation and mitigation at once.  

Research to understand climate change adaptation for natural resources 
Reflecting on the importance of research into adapting our natural resources, there were 
mixed opinions amongst different groups.   

Firstly, some forum members were keen to prioritise research into adapting natural 
resources, as they felt there was more to lose by being ignorant about changes to our natural 
resources. Given that natural systems and ecosystems are very complex, if they go wrong 
it’s not necessarily within our power to put them right again. In comparison we can be the 
‘masters’ of man-made adaptation measures like buildings, infrastructure and emergency 
services and can probably react quite quickly if a mistake is made. Meanwhile, if natural 
systems go wrong there may be hidden consequences, which cause unforeseen issues.  

Other forum members were less keen to prioritise research in this field, precisely because we 
can never be the masters of the natural world, and it will not be within our control to ensure 
the survival of a range of species.  
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A minority of participants were reticent to prioritise research into this field, since they felt that 
the value of the natural world upon human society can often be intangible and difficult to 
measure.  In response, other forum members argued that there needs to be research done 
into how acceptable people feel it is if our biodiversity suffers, and what trade offs people are 
prepared to make – e.g. would it be acceptable if one specie dies away while another 
flourishes? 

In one group, while they were not convinced of the importance of research into adapting 
natural resources such as plants and species, there was significant support for research into 
how we adapt our supply of water to future climate scenarios.  

 “If we have too much or too little water then human life is at risk.”  

One participant noted that we already have the technology to adapt to changes in 
precipitation and to respond to a more uncertain water supply in the future. He noted that we 
already know how to store rainfall and therefore to make houses self sufficient in supplying 
their own water. However, very few people are willing to install and use such new 
technologies. This led to a discussion, once again, of the importance of social research in 
understanding the levers that will encourage people take up adaptation for themselves.   

Research to understand climate change adaptation for buildings 
Although forum members were interested in the ideas for adaptation of buildings put forward 
by the UKCIP experts, many felt that there is a limit to the potential of this research, and for 
various reasons, it should not be an overall priority for LWEC and its partners.  

Firstly, it was felt that the potential for research into adapting buildings is limited since people 
will tend to resist changes to their own homes.  Many noted that home owners would strongly 
resist “retro-fitting”, i.e. where existing buildings are adapted (e.g. by moving power points 
higher up the wall to reduce their risk from flooding), since it seems like a logistical and 
financial burden.  

On the other hand, though, it was noted that research into how to adapt buildings is still 
important, as it should inform the way in which future construction is approached. And 
indeed, local authorities should be a key audience for this research, as they currently hold 
building regulation and planning powers. And the focus for this research, once again, must 
be finding cost effective adaptation solutions for buildings and homes: 

“It’s got to be something that can be done cheaply. The cost of new houses is already too 
high for most people.” 

Although this area of research was felt to be important, it was generally categorised as less 
important for LWEC, than the other areas of research. Firstly, since the private sector leads 
on the construction industry, and generates profit from it, it was felt that they should be able 
to fund research where needed:   

 “Developers will fund their own research if there’s money to be made here.”  

Furthermore, forum members felt that this area of research might be less crucial to the 
survival of our communities, than for example, research into adapting our infrastructure or 
our natural resources:   

  “This one’s more about comfort in comparison to the other options.”  

Interestingly, one participant asked whether there is likely to be a situation in which there is a 
conflict between building design to save energy (like existing ‘eco-buildings’) and building 
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design to adapt to climate change. In response, the UKCIP expert noted that increasingly 
designers and architects will be expected to achieve both. In response the group felt this 
combination of both adaptation and mitigation is an important focus for ongoing research and 
experimentation in building design and construction.  

Research to understand climate change adaptation for emergency 
planning 
Overall, participants recognised the importance of emergency planning to ensure that we are 
well prepared for extreme weather events in the future. However, generally there was a 
consensus that this was not an area to strongly prioritise in terms of LWEC’s future research 
strategy.   

Firstly, some doubted the value of research into this field. Participants asked: 

“What more do we need to know, beyond what we can learn from looking at how 
emergency services have coped with emergencies in the past?”  

When prompted by the expert to consider that in the future we may need to respond to new 
kinds of emergencies, such as heat waves, to which we are less accustomed in this country, 
participants felt that we could learn from practice on other countries, rather than needing to 
do our own research and investigation.    

In another group, forum members noted the need to co-ordinate our emergency response in 
new ways in the future. They underlined the difficulty of making future-proof decisions in 
relation to emergency services, noting that decisions which made good sense in the past 
often do not make sense in a future world. For example, previously hospitals were located in 
the centres of town and cities, as this made them accessible to the largest concentrations of 
people in urban centres, and well networked in terms of transport. Now our centres of towns 
are congested with traffic, this no longer makes sense. This particular issue underlines the 
challenge of envisaging adaptation solely in relation to climate change. However, although 
planning an emergency response to this unknown world was identified as a challenge, it was 
not felt to be a challenge that research could necessarily help to solve.  

The UKCIP experts encouraged forum members to think about the role of emergency 
services in preparing for and not just responding to extreme events. Again, this was not felt 
to be an area for the significant research, but rather an area for policy decisions and action. 
Furthermore, one participant felt that emergency services are already making an effort to 
prepare the public for extreme events, based on the fact that police officers and firemen 
make visits into schools to educate young people about safety and preventing risk.  

It should also be noted that in one group discussion, this field of research was given less 
priority, primarily because it was felt that emergencies could largely be prevented if the other 
areas of adaption are properly addressed. For example, if our infrastructure is adapted and 
improved then we will not have to deal with train crashes caused by extreme weather.  

Next steps 
• Thank you for reading this report. If you have any further questions on LWEC’s approach 

to adaptation and adaptation research, please contact Sholloway@opm.co.uk 
• The next and final citizens’ advisory forum will take place on Saturday 5th February. As 

with previous sessions you will receive background reading for this session in advance.   

mailto:Sholloway@opm.co.uk�
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