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Studies increasingly link extreme weather to climate change

Studies published since the Paris Agreement was agreed two years ago are increasingly linking climate change to extreme weather events around the world, a new report shows. [1] 

Since the conclusion of the UN climate summit in Paris on 12 December 2015, scientists have published at least 59 research papers on the attribution of specific weather events to climate change. Of these, 41 conclude that climate change has increased the risks of a given type of extreme event, reveals analysis by the Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit (ECIU). 

The report comes a day before world leaders assemble again in Paris for a climate summit called by French President Emmanuel Macron, focussing on the economics of climate change.

Richard Black, ECIU Director and the report’s author, said that understanding of the connections between climate change and extreme weather events is evolving rapidly.

“Just a few years ago it was hard to say more about any storm, drought or heatwave than it was ‘consistent with what science predicts’,” he said.

“Increasingly, scientists are able to look very specifically for a climate change signal in extreme events, and to do so very rapidly. This report shows that increasingly, they’re finding that specific events are made more likely or more damaging by climate change.”

Commenting, Dr Friederike Otto, Deputy Director of the Environmental Change Institute at Oxford University, said that the rapid evolution of event attribution science is generating increasingly useful knowledge for policymakers.

“We’re now finding that for many kinds of extreme weather event, especially heatwaves and extreme rainfall, we can be quite confident about the effect of climate change,” she said.

“Whether policymakers are looking at local issues such as flood protection or involved in the global climate change negotiations, the more information they have about climate change impacts now and in the future, the better decisions they’re able to make.

“This ECIU report shows just how quickly knowledge is accumulating, and I think it’s only going to accelerate.” 
 
The weather events studied encompass episodes of extreme heat, drought, flooding and wildfire outbreaks, and concern every continent except Antarctica. They span 32 recent individual events for which the risks have increased due to climate change, with others focussing on the long-term trend for increasing risks. 

Of the 41, Some detect an increase in frequency, others an increase in intensity or duration, or link a particular impact to climate change, or a combination of these effects. By contrast, only four of the 59 studies concluded that climate change has decreased the risk of particular extreme events. 

A small proportion of the individual extreme weather events analysed in these studies have a quantified cost in terms of lives lost or economic damage. From these, the report deduced that in this small set of events, climate change has caused about 4,000 deaths and about $8bn worth of economic damage. But the report cautions that these numbers cannot be treated as the “cost of climate change”.

ENDS 

Notes to editors: 

1. The report, Heavy Weather: Tracking the fingerprints of climate change, two years after the Paris summit, is attached to this email. 

2. The Paris Agreement was agreed at the conclusion of a summit in Paris (COP21) on 12 December 2015; it entered into force on 4 November 2016: http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php 
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Richard Black, director, ECIU, Tel: 07912 583 328, email: richard.black@eciu.net 

George Smeeton, head of communications, ECIU, Tel: 07894 571 153, email: george.smeeton@eciu.net 
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The Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit is a non-profit organisation supporting informed debate on energy and climate change issues in the UK. Britain faces important choices on energy and on responding to climate change, and we believe it is vital that debates on these issues are underpinned by evidence and set in their proper context.

We support journalists and other communicators with accurate and accessible briefings on key issues, and help connect individuals and organisations in the field with the national conversation.  

Our Advisory Board reflects the breadth of society’s interest in energy and climate issues. It includes climate scientists, energy policy experts and economists, as well as a range of other stakeholders including MPs and Peers.

All of our funding comes from philanthropic foundations. We gratefully acknowledge the support of the European Climate Foundation the Grantham Foundation for the Protection of the Environment, the Tellus Mater Foundation and the Climate Change Collaboration. 

For more information or to receive our daily newsletter, please visit our website: http://eciu.net/ 


