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Climate	Adaptation	Glossary	of	Terms 

 
TERMS 
 
Adaptation	 
Adjustment	in	natural	or	human	systems	in	response	to	actual	or	expected	climatic	stimuli	or	their	effects,	which	
moderates	harm	or	exploits	beneficial	opportunities.	 
 
Adaptive	capacity	 
The	ability	of	a	system	to	adjust	to	climate	change	(including	climate	variability	and	extremes)	to	moderate	
potential	damages,	to	take	advantage	of	opportunities,	or	to	cope	with	the	consequences. 
 
Beach	nourishment 
The	practice	of	adding	sand	or	sediment	to	beaches	to	combat	erosion	and	increase	beach	width.	It	is	not	a	long-
term	solution;	eventually	waves	and	storms	will	erode	away	the	additional	sand,	and	nourishment	will	have	to	be	
repeated. 
 
Blue	carbon	 
The	ability	of	tidal	wetlands,	seagrass,	and	mangrove	habitats	to	sequester	and	store	carbon	dioxide	and	other	
greenhouse	gases	from	the	atmosphere,	helping	to	mitigate	the	effects	of	climate	change.	 
 
Carbon	sequestration	 
The	process	of	removing	carbon	from	the	atmosphere	and	storing	it	in	a	carbon	sink,	a	fixed	molecule	in	soil,	
oceans	or	plants.	Because	of	the	amounts	of	carbon	that	are	stored	in	soils,	small	changes	in	soil	carbon	content	
can	have	major	impacts	on	carbon	dioxide	levels	in	the	atmosphere.	 
 
Carbon	sink 
A	natural	or	artificial	reservoir	that	accumulates	and	stores	carbon	for	an	indefinite	period	of	times;	the	absorption	
of	more	carbon	than	can	be	released. 
 
Climate	justice 
Climate	justice	links	human	rights	and	development	to	achieve	a	human-centred	approach,	safeguarding	the	rights	
of	the	most	vulnerable	people	and	sharing	the	burdens	and	benefits	of	climate	change	and	its	impacts	equitably	
and	fairly.	 
 
Climate	model 
Climate	models	use	quantitative	methods	to	simulate	interactions	of	the	important	drivers	of	climate,	including	
atmosphere,	oceans,	land	surface,	and	ice.	Climate	models	are	used	for	a	variety	of	purposes	from	study	of	the	
dynamics	of	the	climate	system	to	projections	of	future	climate.			 
 
Climate	scenario 
A	coherent,	internally	consistent	and	plausible	description	of	possible	climatic	conditions.	It	is	not	a	forecast;	
rather,	each	scenario	is	one	alternative	image	of	how	the	climate	can	unfold.	A	projection	may	serve	as	the	raw	
material	for	a	scenario,	but	scenarios	often	require	additional	information	(e.g.,	about	baseline	conditions). 
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Climate	smart	agriculture	 
An	integrated	approach	to	achieving	greenhouse	gas	(GHG)	reductions	while	also	ensuring	food	security	in	the	face	
of	climate	change. 
 
Co-benefit	 
The	benefits	of	policies	that	are	implemented	for	various	reasons	at	the	same	time	including	climate	change	
mitigation	acknowledging	that	most	policies	designed	to	address	greenhouse	gas	mitigation	also	have	other,	often	
at	least	equally	important,	rationales	(e.g.,	related	to	objectives	of	improving	public	health,	economic	benefits	and	
equity). 
 
Cool	roofs 
Roof	surfaces	designed	to	reflect	radiation	from	the	sun,	reducing	heat	transfer	into	the	building.	Roof	materials	
are	typically	light	in	color	and	have	a	high	thermal	emittance	and	solar	reflectance. 
 
Coping	capacity	/	Coping	range 
The	ability	of	people,	organizations	and	systems,	using	available	skills	and	resources,	to	face	and	manage	adverse	
climate	conditions,	emergencies	or	disasters. 
 
Downscaling 
The	general	name	for	a	procedure	to	take	information	known	at	large	scales	to	make	predictions	at	local	scales.	
The	two	main	approaches	to	downscaling	climate	information	are	dynamical	and	statistical. 
 
Ecosystem	based	adaptation 
Uses	biodiversity	and	ecosystem	services	as	part	of	an	overall	adaptation	strategy	to	help	people	and	communities	
adapt	to	the	negative	effects	of	climate	change	at	local,	national,	regional	and	global	levels. 
 
Ecosystem	services 
The	processes	by	which	the	environment	produces	resources	utilized	by	humans	such	as	clean	air,	water,	food	and	
materials.	Ecosystems	can	be	classified	as:	1)	Supporting	services	-	the	services	necessary	for	the	production	of	all	
other	ecosystem	services,	2)	Provisioning	services	-	the	products	obtained	from	ecosystems,	3)	Regulating	services	
-	the	benefits	obtained	from	the	regulation	of	ecosystem	processes,	and	4)	Cultural	services	-	the	non-material	
benefits	people	obtain	from	ecosystems. 
 
El	Niño	/	La	Niña 
El	Niño	and	La	Niña	are	opposite	phases	of	what	is	known	as	the	El	Niño-Southern	Oscillation	(ENSO)	cycle.	The	
ENSO	cycle	is	a	scientific	term	that	describes	the	fluctuations	in	temperature	between	the	ocean	and	atmosphere	
in	the	east-central	Equatorial	Pacific.	The	term	El	Niño	refers	to	the	large-scale	ocean-atmosphere	climate	
interaction	linked	to	a	periodic	warming	in	sea	surface	temperatures	across	the	central	and	east-central	Equatorial	
Pacific.	La	Niña	episodes	represent	periods	of	below-average	sea	surface	temperatures	across	the	east-central	
Equatorial	Pacific.	 
 
Environmental	justice 
The	fair	treatment	and	meaningful	involvement	of	all	people	regardless	of	race,	color,	national	origin,	or	income	
with	respect	to	the	development,	implementation,	and	enforcement	of	environmental	laws,	regulations,	and	
policies. 
 
Equity	 
The	state	or	quality	of	being	just	and	fair	in	the	way	people	are	treated. 
 
Exposure	 
The	nature	and	degree	to	which	a	system	is	exposed	to	significant	climatic	variations. 
 
Extreme	weather	event 
An	extreme	weather	event	is	significantly	different	from	the	average	or	usual	weather	pattern.	This	may	take	place	
over	one	day	or	a	period	of	time.	For	example,	flash	floods,	wildfires,	and	heatwaves.	 
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Forest	biomass	energy 
Composed	of	trees	including	wood	from	the	trunk	of	the	tree,	limbs,	tops,	roots,	and	foliage.	The	principal	sources	
of	forest	biomass	for	energy	production	are:	1)	trees	killed	or	damaged	by	fire,	insects,	disease,	drought	or	that	
have	no	other	use;	2)	trees	grown	specifically	for	energy	production;	and	3)	trees	removed	to	reduce	hazardous	
fuel	accumulations	or	improve	forest	health. 
 
Greenhouse	gas	(GHG)	 
Any	gaseous	compound	in	the	atmosphere	that	is	capable	of	absorbing	infrared	radiation,	thereby	trapping	and	
holding	heat	in	the	atmosphere.	Greenhouse	gases	include,	carbon	dioxide,	methane,	nitrous	oxide,	ozone,	
chlorofluorocarbons,	hydrochlorofluorocarbons,	hydrofluorocarbons,	perfluorocarbons,	sulfur	hexafluoride. 
 
Green	infrastructure 
An	approach	to	water	management	that	protects,	restores,	or	mimics	the	natural	water	cycle.	It	incorporates	both	
the	natural	environment	and	engineered	systems	to	provide	clean	water	and	conserve	ecosystem	values	and	
functions.	 
 
Hazard	 
The	potential	occurrence	of	a	natural	or	human-induced	physical	event	that	may	cause	loss	of	life,	injury,	or	other	
health	impacts,	as	well	as	damage	and	loss	to	property,	infrastructure,	livelihoods,	service	provision,	and	
environmental	resources. 
 
Heat	island	 
An	urban	area	characterized	by	temperatures	higher	than	those	of	the	surrounding	non-urban	area.	As	urban	areas	
develop,	buildings,	roads,	and	other	infrastructure	replace	open	land	and	vegetation.	These	surfaces	absorb	more	
solar	energy,	which	can	create	higher	temperatures	in	urban	areas. 
 
Heat	waves	 
Also	referred	to	as	extreme	heat	events,	these	are	prolonged	periods	of	excessive	heat,	often	combined	with	
excessive	humidity. 
 
Hydro-Illogical	Cycle 
The	cycle	representing	how	drought,	as	a	slow-moving	natural	disaster,	tends	to	emerge	under	the	radar	screen,	
and	then	intensifies	until	people	can	no	longer	ignore	it	or	wish	it	away.	The	cycle	illustrates	that	when	drought	
ends,	people	are	often	glad	to	forget	about	it	and	resume	to	business	as	usual;	yet,	it	is	also	important	to	learn	
from	these	experiences. 
 
Impact 
An	effect	of	climate	change	on	the	structure	or	function	of	a	system.	For	example,	environmental	consequences	of	
climate	change,	such	as	extreme	heat	waves,	rising	sea	levels,	changes	in	precipitation	resulting	in	flooding	and	
droughts,	intense	hurricanes,	and	degraded	air	quality,	impact	the	physical,	social,	and	psychological	health	of	
humans. 
 
Indicator	/	Environmental	indicators	/	Climate	indicators 
Observations	or	calculations	that	can	be	used	to	track	conditions	and	trends.	Indicators	of	climate	change	can	
communicate	key	aspects	of	the	changing	environment,	point	out	vulnerabilities,	and	inform	decisions	about	
policy,	planning,	and	resource	management.	For	example,	an	indicator	can	be	a	record	of	global	temperature	
showing	the	number	of	degrees	by	which	the	average	global	temperature	for	each	year	differs	from	the	average	
global	temperature	during	the	last	century.		 
 
Integrated	water	resources	management 
A	process	which	promotes	the	coordinated	development	and	management	of	water,	land	and	related	resources	in	
order	to	maximize	economic	and	social	welfare	in	an	equitable	manner	without	compromising	the	sustainability	of	
vital	ecosystems. 
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Inundation	 
The	submergence	of	land	by	water,	particularly	in	a	coastal	setting. 
 
King	tides 
An	especially	high	tide	event,	when	there	is	alignment	of	the	gravitational	pull	between	the	sun	and	the	moon,	
causing	water	levels	to	rise	to	higher	levels. 
 
Kyoto	Protocol 
An	international	agreement	linked	to	the	United	Nations	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	Change	that	agrees	to	
reduce	emissions	of	six	greenhouse	gas	emissions	that	contribute	to	global	warming:	carbon	dioxide,	methane,	
nitrous	oxide,	sulfur	hexafluoride,	HFCs	and	PFCs.	The	goal	was	to	collectively	reduce	emissions	of	greenhouse	
gases	by	5.2%	below	the	emission	levels	of	1990	by	2012.				 
 
Life-cycle	assessment 
Tool	for	the	systematic	evaluation	of	the	environmental	aspects	of	a	product	or	service	system	through	all	stages	
of	its	life	cycle. 

Likelihood	
The	likelihood	of	an	occurrence,	an	outcome	or	a	result,	where	this	can	be	estimated	probabilistically. 
 
Living	shorelines 
A	natural	alternative	to	bulkheads	and	seawalls	that	uses	plants,	sand,	and	limited	use	of	rock	to	provide	shoreline	
protection	and	maintain	valuable	habitat. 
 
Maladaptation 
A	trait	that	is	(or	has	become)	more	harmful	than	helpful,	in	contrast	with	an	adaptation,	which	is	more	helpful	
than	harmful.	It	can	also	signify	an	adaptation	that,	whilst	reasonable	at	the	time,	has	become	less	and	less	
suitable	and	more	of	a	problem	or	hindrance	in	its	own	right,	as	time	goes	on.	 
 
Managed	retreat 
A	form	of	'soft'	engineering.	In	most	cases	it	involves	breaching	an	existing	coastal	defence,	such	as	a	sea	wall	or	an	
embankment,	and	allowing	the	land	behind	to	be	flooded	by	the	incoming	tide,	thus	setting	back	the	line	of	
actively	maintained	coastline. 
 
Mitigation	 
A	human	intervention	to	reduce	the	human	impact	on	the	climate	system;	it	includes	strategies	to	reduce	
greenhouse	gas	sources	and	emissions	and	enhancing	greenhouse	gas	sinks. 
 
Non-stationarity 
When	the	past	is	no	longer	a	good	predictor	of	the	future. 
 
Ocean	acidification 
Significant	changes	to	the	chemistry	of	the	ocean	that	occurs	when	carbon	dioxide	gas	(or	CO2)	is	absorbed	by	the	
ocean	and	reacts	with	seawater	to	produce	acid. 
 
Paris	Agreement 
An	agreement	within	the	framework	of	the	United	Nations	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	Change	(UNFCCC)	
dealing	with	greenhouse	gases	emissions	mitigation,	adaptation,	and	finance	starting	in	the	year	2020. 
 
Resilience	 
A	capability	to	anticipate,	prepare	for,	respond	to,	and	recover	from	significant	multi-hazard	threats	with	minimum	
damage	to	social	well-being,	the	economy,	and	the	environment. 
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Risk	 
The	combination	of	an	event,	its	likelihood,	and	its	consequences	–	i.e.,	risk	equals	the	probability	of	climate	
hazard	multiplied	by	a	given	system’s	vulnerability. 
 
Saltwater	intrusion	 
The	movement	of	saline	water	into	freshwater	aquifers,	which	can	lead	to	contamination	of	drinking	water	sources	
and	other	consequences. 
 
Scenarios	 
A	plausible	and	often	simplified	representation	of	the	future	climate,	based	on	an	internally	consistent	set	of	
climatological	relationships. 
 
Sea	level	rise	 
An	increase	in	the	mean	level	of	the	ocean	-	a	change	in	global	average	sea	level	brought	about	by	an	alteration	to	
the	volume	of	the	world	ocean.	Relative	sea	level	rise	occurs	where	there	is	a	net	increase	in	the	level	of	the	ocean	
relative	to	local	land	movements.	 
 
Sea	wall 
A	wall	or	embankment	erected	to	prevent	the	sea	from	encroaching	on	or	eroding	an	area	of	land. 
 
Sensitivity	 
The	degree	to	which	a	system	is	affected,	either	adversely	or	beneficially,	by	climate	variability	or	change.	The	
effect	may	be	direct	(e.g.,	a	change	in	crop	yield	in	response	to	a	change	in	the	mean,	range	or	variability	of	
temperature)	or	indirect	(e.g.,	damages	caused	by	an	increase	in	the	frequency	of	coastal	flooding	due	to	sea	level	
rise). 
 
Snowpack	 
A	seasonal	accumulation	of	slow-melting	snow. 
 
Storm	surge	 
The	temporary	increase,	at	a	particular	locality,	in	the	height	of	the	sea	due	to	extreme	meteorological	conditions	
(low	atmospheric	pressure	and/or	strong	winds).	The	storm	surge	is	defined	as	being	the	excess	above	the	level	
expected	from	the	tidal	variation	alone	at	that	time	and	place. 
 
Thermal	expansion	 
The	increase	in	volume	(and	decrease	in	density)	that	results	from	warming	water.	A	warming	of	the	ocean	leads	
to	an	expansion	of	the	ocean	volume,	which	leads	to	an	increase	in	sea	level.	 
 
Threshold 
The	level	of	magnitude	of	a	system	process	at	which	sudden	or	rapid	change	occurs.	For	example,	species	diversity	
of	a	landscape	may	decline	steadily	with	increasing	habitat	degradation	to	a	certain	point,	then	fall	sharply	after	a	
critical	threshold	of	degradation	is	reached. 
 
Traditional	knowledges: 
Although	it	is	common	to	refer	to	"traditional	knowledge(s)"	as	individual	pieces	of	information,	this	term	also	
refers	to	traditional	“knowledge	systems"	(TKs)	that	are	deeply	embedded	in	indigenous	ways	of	life.	These	
guidelines	use	the	phrase	"traditional	knowledges"	deliberately	in	plural	form	to	emphasize	that	there	are	diverse	
forms	of	traditional	knowledge	and	knowledge	systems	that	must	be	recognized	as	unique	to	each	tribe	and	
knowledge	holder	because	knowledges	are	emergent	from	the	symbiotic	relationship	of	indigenous	peoples	and	
places—a	nature-culture	nexus. 
 
Uncertainty 
This	is	the	unpredictability	of	a	system	or	model.	Uncertainty	in	models	can	come	from	many	sources;	a	lack	of	
information,	lack	of	technical	ability	to	model	complex	processes,	a	lack	of	knowledge	about	a	system	or	
uncertainty	over	human	behavior. 
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Urban	forestry 
The	care	and	management	of	tree	populations	in	urban	settings	for	the	purpose	of	improving	the	urban	
environment.	 
 
Vulnerability	 
The	degree	to	which	a	system	is	susceptible	to,	or	unable	to	cope	with,	adverse	effects	of	climate	change,	including	
climate	variability	and	extremes.	Vulnerability	is	a	function	of	the	character,	magnitude,	and	rate	of	climate	
variation	to	which	a	system	is	exposed;	its	sensitivity;	and	its	adaptive	capacity. 
 
Vulnerability	assessment	 
Identifies	who	and	what	is	exposed	and	sensitive	to	change.	 
 
100-Year	flood 
Severe	flood	levels	with	a	one-in-100	likelihood	of	occurring	in	any	given	year. 
 
ABBREVIATIONS 
 
Climate	Adaptation	Abbreviations 
AHSC:	Affordable	Housing	and	Sustainable	Communities	(Program) 
BMP	-	Best	Management	Practice 
CAP:	Climate	Action	Plan 
CAAP:	Climate	Action	and	Adaptation	Plan 
CBA:	Cost-Benefit	Analysis	or	Community-Based	Adaptation 
CDD:	Consecutive	Dry	Days 
CDIP:	Coastal	Data	Information	Program 
CEQA:	California	Environmental	Quality	Act 
CNAP:	California-Nevada	Climate	Applications	Program	 
CO2:	Carbon	Dioxide 
CO2e:	Carbon	Dioxide	Equivalent 
COP:	Conference	of	the	Parties 
CoSMoS:	Coastal	Storm	Modeling	System 
CSA:	Climate	Smart	Agriculture 
DDRDP:	Dairy	Digester	Research	and	Development	Program 
DEWS:	Drought	Early	Warning	System 
DRM:	Disaster	Risk	Management 
DRR:	Disaster	Risk	Reduction 
EJ:	Environmental	Justice 
EM&V:	Evaluation,	Measurement	and	Verification 
ENSO:	El	Niño-Southern	Oscillation 
GCM:	Global	Climate	Model 
GGRF:	Greenhouse	Gas	Reduction	Fund 
GHG:	Greenhouse	Gas 
GWP:	Global	Warming	Potential 
HSI:		Healthy	Soils	Initiative 
LCA:	Life-Cycle	Assessment 
LHMP:	Local	Hazard	Mitigation	Plan 
NIDIS:	National	Integrated	Drought	Information	System	 
PEV:	Plug-in	Electric	Vehicle 
RCD:	Resource	Conservation	District 
RTP:	Regional	Transportation	Plan 
SALC:	Sustainable	Agriculture	Conservation	Program 
SCCOOS:	Southern	California	Coastal	Ocean	Observing	System 
SCLPS:	Short-Lived	Climate	Pollutant	Strategy 
SCS:		Sustainable	Community	Strategy 
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SLR:	Sea	Level	Rise 
SOM:	Soil	Organic	Matter 
SWEEP:		State	Water	Efficiency	and	Enhancement	Program 
UHI:	Urban	Heat	Island 
UNFCCC:	United	Nations	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	Change 
UPCT:	Utility	Pre-Craft	Trainee 
VMT:	Vehicle	Miles	Travelled 
ZEV:	Zero	Emission	Vehicle 
 
Key	Federal	&	State	Agencies 
CARB:	California	Air	Resources	Board 
CalFIRE:	California	Department	of	Forestry	and	Fire	Protection	 
CDC:	Center	for	Disease	Control	(Federal) 
CDFA:	California	Department	of	Food	and	Agriculture 
CEQ:	The	Council	on	Environmental	Quality	(White	House) 
CalEPA:	California	Environmental	Protection	Agency 
CalOES:	California	Office	of	Emergency	Services 
CNRA:	California	Natural	Resources	Agency 
DWR:	Department	of	Water	Resources	(California) 
EPA:	U.S.	Environmental	Protection	Agency 
FEMA:	Federal	Emergency	Management	Agency 
NASA:	National	Aeronautics	and	Space	Administration 
NOAA:	National	Oceanic	and	Atmospheric	Administration 
OPR:	Governor’s	Office	of	Planning	and	Research	(California) 
OSTP:	Office	of	Science	and	Technology	Policy	(White	House) 
SGC:	Strategic	Growth	Council	(California) 
USDA:	United	States	Department	of	Agriculture 
USGS:	United	States	Geological	Survey 
 
ARCCA	Member	Regional	Collaboratives 
ARCCA:	Alliance	of	Regional	Collaboratives	for	Climate	Adaptation 
BARC:	Bay	Area	Regional	Collaborative 
C4:	Central	Coast	Climate	Collaborative 
CRC:	Capital	Region	Climate	Readiness	Collaborative 
LARC:	Los	Angeles	Regional	Collaborative	for	Climate	Action	and	Sustainability	 
SDRCC:	San	Diego	Regional	Climate	Collaborative	 
Sierra	CAMP:	Sierra	Climate	Adaptation	&	Mitigation	Partnership 
 
*Please	Note:	We	acknowledge	that	this	is	by	no	means	a	comprehensive	list	of	ALL	climate	adaptation	related	
terms	and	acronyms.	We	included	many	terms	that	we	felt	would	be	most	commonly	used	at	the	Forum	and	also	
asked	session	organizers	to	send	us	terms	they	thought	may	be	used	in	their	session.	If	you	have	additions	or	
suggested	corrections,	please	contact	Jenny	Woods	at	jwoods@lgc.org.	We	will	continue	to	update	and	refine	this	
document	for	future	Forums	and	climate	adaptation	related	events	that	the	Local	Government	Commission	
organizes.	Feel	free	to	utilize	this	document	freely	as	a	resource	for	your	work. 


