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Probabilistic scenarios have a history. . .

 At the turn of the century, there was a co-evolution of 
thinking regarding probabilistic climate futures

 Argument : Probabilities can 
improve the decision-relevance 
of climate science and 
assessment

– IAM: Global policy context

– IAV: Impacts, adaptation, and risk



5 Managed by UT-Battelle
for the Department of Energy

The probabilistic IAV cottage industry

Sheehan et al. (2008) Preston  and Jones (2008)

Watershed HydrologyGlobal Discontinuities
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Despite interest in probabilities, there is no 
shortage of cautionary messages

 Gay and Estrada (2010): “Objective probabilities 
about future climate are a matter of opinion”

 Jones (2004): “it is not wise to directly attach 
likelihoods to individual scenarios and is probably not 
valid in any case.”

 Smith and Chandler (2010): “there are compelling 
reasons for discounting, if not entirely dismissing, 
some model results”

 Dessai (2008, personal communication): “No” 
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Out of the cottage, into the factory

 In 2007, Australia published national probabilistic 
climate projections (akin to UKCIP09)

– Pattern scaling approaches with model weighting

– Conditional probabilities for each SRES forcing scenario
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Lessons
 Yes, probabilistic information is very attractive to 

researchers and practitioners

 Yet, probabilistic climate scenarios have failed to 
penetrate deeply into the IAV community:

– Lack of best practice

– User rather than developer of climate scenarios

– Significant non-climate uncertainties

– Dependent upon process models 

– Uncertainty often suggests ambiguity (communication?)

– Significant contribution from bottom up, qualitative research

– Strong influence of subjective probabilities in risk assessment

– Lack of capacity – you can build it, but they may not come


