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Selected Theme: 
 

Climate adaptation vs. mitigation 

As the impacts of climate change become more apparent, communities 
around the world are increasing their efforts to implement effective policies 
to 1) adapt to and 2) mitigate the effects of changing climate 
conditions. Climate adaptation policies are centred on adjusting to current 
and future climate impacts. Mitigation policies are focused on reducing the 
severity of future impacts, generally though lowering net greenhouse gas 
emissions to the atmosphere. 

Both adaptation and mitigation efforts endeavour to reduce harm to 
communities and natural systems. And in both cases, implementing 
effective policy is predicated on a robust understanding of the Earth 
system. In particular, understanding the physical basis of climate change 
and the mechanisms that propagate climate impacts around the world are 
key first steps in developing effective policies to address changing climate. 
However there are also clear distinctions between these two policy tracks. 
Are ultimate goals, and perhaps the philosophical motivation, of these 
policies distinct? Is one strategy more prudent or achievable than the 
other? What information do we need in hand in order to mitigate or adapt 
to future climate changes, or do we in fact have all the information we 
need? What adaptation or mitigation strategies are most effective, and can 
they be universally applied? Are there lessons from the Earth system that 
we can apply toward implementing effective policy, whether toward 
mitigation or adaptation? 

 

Students should engage with the literature below to deepen their 
understanding of the links between physical geography, geology, and 
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human geography that inform Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) reports and ultimate adaptation/mitigation policy suggestions .  
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