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PURPOSE 

 

The Subcommittee on Environment will hold a hearing entitled A Factual Look at the 

Relationship Between Climate and Weather on Wednesday, December 11, 2013 in Room 2318 

of the Rayburn House Office Building.  The purpose of the hearing is to examine the links 

between climate change and extreme weather events such as hurricanes, tornadoes, droughts, and 

floods.   

 

WITNESS LIST  
 

 Dr. John Christy, Professor and State Climatologist, University of Alabama in 

Huntsville. 

 Dr. David Titley, Director, Center for Solutions to Weather and Climate Risk, 

Pennsylvania State University.  

 Dr. Roger Pielke Jr., Professor, Center for Science and Technology Policy Research, 

University of Colorado. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

 Extreme weather events are often characterized as being severe in nature.  In the United 

States, tornadoes, hurricanes, and droughts are examples of weather events that most often have 

the potential to become extreme. Definitions also note that the term “extreme weather” is based 

on expected distribution of events, for example occurring less than 5% of the time.
1
  Even though 

extreme weather events are rare, their impacts to the United States are calculable in terms of loss 

of life and damage to the economy.   

 

Links between extreme weather events and climate change are often cited after such 

weather events occur.  In order to examine climate change and the Earth’s atmosphere, the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was created in 1998 by the World 

Meteorological Organization and the United Nation’s Environment Program.  The IPCC was 
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originally tasked with preparing reports on all aspects of climate change and its impacts.
2
  Since 

then, the IPCC has evolved to “assess on a comprehensive, objective, open and transparent basis 

the scientific, technical and socio-economic information relevant to understanding the scientific 

basis of risk of human-induced climate change, its potential impacts and options for adaptation 

and mitigation.”
3
  

In 1990, the IPCC released its first Assessment Report, which expressed the importance 

of climate change and the need for international cooperation.
4
  In general, the subsequent reports 

of the IPCC are used globally to guide policy and provide support for climate change research. 

Last September, the IPCC released the Summary for Policymakers of Working Group 1’s 

contributions to the Fifth Assessment Report (AR5).
5
  Working Group 1 re-characterized the 

links between extreme weather events and climate change in its Summary for Policy Makers (see 

Appendix).  

 

In 2012, the IPCC released a Special Report on “Managing the Risks of Extreme Events 

and Disasters to Advance Climate Change Adaptation.”  Within the IPCC’s Summary for 

Policymakers, they explained that: 

 
There is evidence from observations gathered since 1950 of change in some extremes. Confidence in 

observed changes in extremes depends on the quality and quantity of data and the availability of studies 

analyzing these data, which vary across regions and for different extremes…. Extreme events are rare, 

which means there are few data available to make assessments regarding changes in their frequency or 

intensity. The more rare the event the more difficult it is to identify long-term changes. Global-scale trends 

in a specific extreme may be either more reliable (e.g., for temperature extremes) or less reliable (e.g., for 

droughts) than some regional-scale trends, depending on the geographical uniformity of the trends in the 

specific extreme…. Attribution of single extreme events to anthropogenic climate change is challenging.
6 

 

 The difficulty in attributing specific severe weather events to climate change was further 

described in a September 2012 editorial in Nature:  

 

Attribution is the attempt to deconstruct the causes of observable weather and to understand the physics of 

why extremes such as floods and heatwaves occur. This is important basic research. Extreme weather and 

changing weather patterns — the obvious manifestations of global climate change — do not simply reflect 

easily identifiable changes in Earth’s energy balance such as a rise in atmospheric temperature. They 

usually have complex causes, involving anomalies in atmospheric circulation, levels of soil moisture and 

the like. Solid understanding of these factors is crucial if researchers are to improve the performance of, 

and confidence in, the climate models on which event attribution and longer-term climate projections 

depend.
7
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 http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/ipcc-principles/ipcc-principles.pdf 
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 http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/far/wg_I/ipcc_far_wg_I_full_report.pdf 
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 http://www.climatechange2013.org/images/uploads/WGIAR5-SPM_Approved27Sep2013.pdf 
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 http://ipcc-wg2.gov/SREX/images/uploads/SREX-SPMbrochure_FINAL.pdf 

7
 http://www.nature.com/news/extreme-weather-1.11428.  
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 ADDITIONAL READING 

 

 IPCC Special Report on Extreme Weather: http://ipcc-

wg2.gov/SREX/images/uploads/SREX-SPMbrochure_FINAL.pdf 

 IPCC Assessment Report 5.  Working Group 1. Summary for Policy Makers: 

http://www.climatechange2013.org/images/uploads/WGI_AR5_SPM_brochure.pdf 

  

http://ipcc-wg2.gov/SREX/images/uploads/SREX-SPMbrochure_FINAL.pdf
http://ipcc-wg2.gov/SREX/images/uploads/SREX-SPMbrochure_FINAL.pdf
http://www.climatechange2013.org/images/uploads/WGI_AR5_SPM_brochure.pdf
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Appendix 


