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Discussions of greenhouse warming policy often
confuse the meaning of the terms "mitigation" and
"adaptation." This confusion occurs partly because
these terms were developed to describe physical
processes but have subsequently been used inappro-
priately as labels for policy strategies. It also
derives in part from misunderstanding of the basic
character of the two categories of intervention.

The National Academy of Sciences report Polity
Implications of Greenhouse Warming develops quite
specific definitions. The NAS report refers to
mitigation as actions that alter the rate of change in
the radiative balance of the planet It describes
adaptation as actions that assist human or natural
systems adjust to changed climatic conditions. In
other words, mitigation and adaptation each
describe actions that bring into play chains of cause
and effect that lead to quite different physical
consequences.

An important difference between mitigation and
adaptation is the time at which the benefits of these
physical processes become manifest The benefits of

mitigation actions begin comparatively soon after
they are taken, whereas the benefits of adaptation
emerge only after climatic conditions change.

Mitigation and adaptation are sometimes
confused as categories, however, because individual
interventions can lead to both types of conse-
quences. For example, planting trees would both
offset emissions of carbon dioxide — qualifying as
mitigation — and contribute to an overall biosphere
better able to cope with increased atmospheric
concentrations of greenhouse gases — also qualify-
ing as adaptation. Similarly, actions that improve
energy conservation and efficiency both reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and alter long-term
demand for energy.

Thus the terms "mitigation" and "adaptation"
are best thought of as descriptions of specific
physical phenomena that derive from given actions.
It is misleading to refer to mitigation strategies or
adaptation strategies because most practical action
programs contribute to both types of consequences.
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