
 
An outline prepared by Operation Noah discussing the main points in Part 2 of the Fifth 
Assessment Report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, March 2014 (from 
their summary for policymakers): 
 

‘Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability’ 
 
‘O Lord, how manifold are your works! In wisdom you have made them all; the earth is full 
of your creatures.’ (Psalm 104:24) 
 
Operation Noah is a Christian charity motivated by faith, informed by science and inspired 
by hope in God to respond to the threat of climate change. Operation Noah welcomes the 
new report (the second part of the 5th Assessment Report) from the UN Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). This paper provides a summary of the key points and our 
response to them. 
 
‘In recent decades, changes in climate have caused impacts on natural and human systems 
on all continents and across the oceans.’ (IPCC AR5.2) 
 
The scale and urgency of the threat posed by climate change – to human life and livelihood, 
as well as to other aspects of God’s earth – is abundantly clear. There have been significant 
impacts from climate change already, resulting from the nearly 0.9 degree C rise in earth’s 
average temperature in the last few decades: loss of Arctic sea ice and extreme weather 
events in different parts of the world, to name just two. 
 
Science 
The IPCC brings together 2,500 climate scientists and specialists from around the world. The 
first part of their 5th Assessment Report (AR5), dealing with the science of climate change, 
was published in September 2013. It was summarised in the Operation Noah paper ‘Climate 
Science’ (www.operationnoah.org), and concluded that it is now unequivocal that the 
climate is changing and it is extremely likely that human influence has been the dominant 
cause in the last few decades. The report ‘Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability’ is the 
second part of AR5 and was published in March 2014.  
 
The first (science) part of AR5 made clear that with no change to the rate of emission of 
greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, the earth is on course for a further rise in average 
temperature of between 1.5 degrees C and a catastrophic 4 degrees C. Many commentators 
have said that even 2 degrees is ‘beyond dangerous’, and that the IPCC is being too 

http://www.operationnoah.org/


conservative in its estimates: we may be on course, they say, unless we change direction, 
for 5 degrees C rise or more by the end of this century. 
 
Risks 
This new report, on ‘Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability’ refers to risks (in some places, 
real and urgent threats) that climate change brings of different impacts in different parts of 
the world: 
 

 risk of death, injury or ill-health or disrupted livelihoods in low-lying coastal zones 
and small islands due to storm surges, coastal flooding and sea-level rise; 

 risk of severe ill health and disrupted livelihoods for large urban populations due to 
inland flooding; 

 systemic risks (breakdown of infrastructure and critical services such as electricity, 
water supply, and health and emergency services) due to extreme weather events; 

 risks of mortality and morbidity during periods of extreme heat; 

 risks of food insecurity (negative impact on yields of maize and wheat), and the 
breakdown of food systems; 

 risk of loss of rural livelihoods and income due to insufficient access to drinking 
water and irrigation water and reduced agricultural productivity; 

 risk of loss of marine and coastal ecosystems, biodiversity and the good they provide 
(especially for coastal livelihoods, fishing communities in the tropics and in the 
Arctic); 

 risk of further ocean acidification which will affect fish stocks and the whole marine 
ecosystem; 

 risk of loss of terrestrial and inland water ecosystems and biodiversity; 

 risk of social unrest and conflict through uncertainty about food security and more 
competition for resources; and 

 heightened likelihood of people being displaced from their homes. 
 
The report also underlines the fact 
that it is people living in poverty 
‘who are socially, economically, 
culturally, politically, institutionally 
or otherwise marginalised’ who are 
especially vulnerable to climate 
change. 
 
Changes in migration patterns are 
noted. While few extinctions of 
species have been attributed yet to 
climate change, the report notes 
that much slower rates of climate 
change during the past millions of 
years have caused ‘significant ecosystem shifts and species extinctions’.  
 
The authors also refer to what they call ‘large scale singular events’. With increased 
warming, some physical systems or ecosystems may be at risk of abrupt and irreversible 



changes (‘tipping points’). The risks increase disproportionately as temperature increases. 
Some risks are low, but under high-emissions scenarios could be catastrophic – such as the 
thawing of permafrost which could release huge quantities of methane, or the irreversible 
melting of the Greenland ice-sheet. On that they say that for sustained warming greater 
than some threshold temperature – currently estimated between 1 degree C (low 
confidence) and 4 degrees C (medium confidence) above pre-industrial levels, ‘near- 
complete loss of the Greenland ice sheet would occur over a millennium or more, 
contributing up to 7m of global mean sea-level rise.’ 
 
The second half of the report goes into more detail, area by area.  
 
Adaptation 
The majority of the report is concerned with adaptation, but it also clearly says that to 
achieve a ‘climate resilient pathway’ into the future – that is, one that looks to sustainable 
development – we need a combination of adaptation and mitigation to reduce climate 
change and its impacts. (‘Mitigation’ is the subject of Part 3 of AR5, published in April 2014.) 
Prospects of achieving such ‘climate resilient pathways’ are related fundamentally ‘to what 
the world accomplishes with climate-change mitigation’. Mitigation – taking urgent steps to 
prevent climate change getting very much worse – reduces the rate and the magnitude of 
global warming, and also increases the time available to adapt to a particular level of 
climate change. The report coolly adds: ‘Delaying mitigation actions may reduce the options 
for climate resilient pathways in the future.’ Which means that ‘business as usual’ is simply 
not an option if we are to avoid catastrophic damage to the habitability and flourishing of 
the earth. The more we tackle the human contributions to climate change now 
(dependence on fossil fuels, for instance), the less adaptation will be necessary later this 
century and for future generations. ‘Adaptation and mitigation choices in the near-term will 
affect the risk of climate change throughout the 21st century.’ 
 
People have always tried to adapt to a changing climate, sometimes more successfully than 
others. Governments are working on adaptation plans, and the report provides a summary 
of various steps different parts of the world are taking to prepare for disaster management. 
There is little coordinated work, and global impacts are hard to estimate. No single 
approach for reducing risks is appropriate for all areas of the world. The needs of urban 
populations will be different from the needs of rural communities. ‘Throughout the 21st 
century, climate change impacts are projected to slow down economic growth, make 
poverty reduction more difficult, further erode food security, and prolong existing and 
create new poverty traps, the latter particularly in urban areas.’ Vitally important though 
adaptation will be, its effectiveness can be limited, though complementary actions by 
different governments could lead to more effective responses.  
 
In our response – can we sound a note of Christian hope? 
The tone of the Report is bleak. It is not, however, fatalistic. Much of current climate change 
is due to human activity. And though the results and impacts of past actions in emitting CO2 
into the atmosphere will remain for centuries, humanity is capable – given the right will and 
wise leadership from governments – of mitigating further damage to the climate system. 
With careful use of technology, humanity is also capable of adapting to the changes that are 



needed to cope with the likely risks that await us. Provided we act now. The Report carries a 
strong sense of urgency.  
 
Christian faith motivates us to action to care for God’s world. Christian hope inspires us with 
a vision of God’s kingdom as creation healed. Our task is so to cherish God’s earth that we 
contribute to that healing and restoration of the planet that is home to humanity and to all 
God’s creatures. 
 
Action 
There are numerous actions that we can take in response, both as individuals and as Church 
communities: 
 

 Reduce greenhouse gas emissions – for example through reducing travel and 
increasing the energy efficiency of heating and significantly reduce our dependence 
on fossil fuels. 

 Disinvest from fossil fuel extraction companies (ON’s new campaign, Bright Now, 
provides plenty of ideas for response). 

 Stop subsidising fossil fuels and instead provide subsidies for low-carbon energy (this 
requires political campaigning). 

 Work at the Sustainable Development Goals, with the promise to aid the poorest 
countries with the costs of adaptation. 

 Make sure our MPs are aware of our concerns, for example through Hope for the 
Future (www.hftf.org.uk). 

 Pray for wisdom for governments and for a spirit of generous global cooperation, 
especially in the build-up to the UN climate summits in Lima, Peru (2014) and Paris 
(2015). 
 

Operation Noah’s response (www.operationnoah.org) includes: 
 

 promoting fossil free Churches in its Bright Now Campaign (http://brightnow.org.uk); 

 providing newsletters and web resources to inform individuals and churches 
(www.operationnoah.org); 

 promoting the Ash Wednesday Declaration, ‘Climate Change and the Purposes of 
God’ – a theological statement supported by many church leaders; 

 working with other Christian groups to hold a Day of Prayer on Climate change on 1 
November 2014 – a launch event will be held at St John's, Waterloo with Revd Steve 
Chalke speaking. All Christians will be encouraged to keep the first day of each 
month as a day of prayer and fasting during the following year. 
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