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Abstract This paper discusses how economic impacts of
extreme weather events in the USA could, and are, leading
to the creation of an ‘extreme weather public’ whose dis-
course has the opportunity to break the deadlock currently
surrounding issues of State and Federal adaptation strate-
gies. By taking an interdisciplinary perspective and combin-
ing literature on the formation of publics, the political and
economic impacts of extreme weather, and popular dis-
course in the US climate debate, this paper demonstrates
how extreme weather events can gather politically powerful
and influential actors and how those actors might use their
status to interact with current forms of climate change dis-
course. Special emphasis is paid to the ways in which a
focus on the economic impacts of weather extremes could
avoid many of the current ‘framing traps’ laid by climate
‘sceptics’ and move the debate towards more proactive
adaptive action in the USA’ most vulnerable regions.
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Introduction

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
define an extreme weather event as ‘the occurrence of a

value of a weather or climate variable above (or below)
the threshold value near the upper (or lower) ends of the
range of observed values of the variable’ (IPCC 2012, p. 5).
Thus, for example, a rainfall event could be called extreme
if it fell in the tails of the rainfall probability distribution for
a certain region, occurring, for example, only 5 % or less of
the time. By definition, the characteristics of what is called
extreme weather will vary from place to place in an absolute
sense as an extreme temperature in one place may be the
norm in another. Extreme weather events can also vary in
spatial scale and duration from small-scale local extreme
weather events that are short lived to more complex event
driven extremes such as droughts and floods (Easterling et
al. 2000). However, what links these phenomena together is
that they deviate from normal weather patterns enough to
warrant being labelled ‘extreme’.

Whilst the above definitions highlight that extreme
weather events have and will continue to occur due to
natural climate variability, superimposed on this risk is the
threat of anthropogenic climate change. The 2007 review by
the IPCC concluded that global atmospheric warming of the
climate system is ‘unequivocal’ and warming over the past
50 years is attributable to human activities. The global
temperature has risen by 0.74 °C in the last 100 years (from
1906 to 2005), and global temperature is projected to in-
crease by 2.4–6.4 °C by 2100 (relative to 1980–1999)
(IPCC 2007a). Changes in long-term mean climate are im-
portant; however, the consequences of shifts in the intensity
and frequency of extreme weather events are likely to result
in significantly larger impacts on society, the economy and
the environment (Beniston 2007). Whilst it is extremely
difficult, if not impossible, to directly link and attribute
any particular extreme weather event to anthropogenic cli-
mate change, simple statistical reasoning allows us to ex-
press how a relatively small change to the distribution of a
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weather variable could affect the frequency and severity of
extreme weather events. Evidence from observations gath-
ered since 1950 already suggests that there has been some
sign of change in extreme weather events in certain regions
of the world as a result of anthropogenic climate change,
and projections for the future highlight such trends could
continue (IPCC 2012).

Responses to climate change take one of two forms,
adaptation or mitigation. In the context of climate change,
adaptation can be defined as initiatives and measures that
reduce the vulnerability of natural and human systems
against actual or expected climate change effects. Various
types of adaptation exist, including anticipatory, autono-
mous, or planned. Mitigation can be defined as any social,
economic, or technological policies that reduce greenhouse
gas sources and emissions and enhance greenhouse gas
sinks (IPCC 2007b). Until relatively recently, the main focus
at the national and international level was predominantly on
climate change mitigation, although the role of adaptation
and increased adaptive capacity has been steadily rising up
political agendas. Moreover, combining these two strategies
is often presented as the most efficient way to tackle climate
change and its impacts. Opportunities are being sought to
develop synergies between the two options, which would
appear reasonable given that the level of climate change
impacts, and whether or not this level is dangerous is deter-
mined by both mitigation and adaptation efforts (Klein et al.
2005). Indeed, the Obama Administration has advocated com-
bining these two strategies as the best way to combat climate
change and its impacts in the USA and around the world (The
White House Council on Environmental Quality 2010).

Whilst much of the current debate on the changing fre-
quency and intensity of extreme weather events and the
attribution of events to climate change is scientific in nature
[e.g. see inter alia (Pall et al. 2011; Otto et al. 2012)],
discussions of extreme weather have recently become a
common occurrence in the US climate discourse, primarily
due to the large economic and social impacts that such
events can inflict. Most recently illustrated following hurri-
cane Sandy, which made landfall in the US on the 29th
October 2012, with high winds, storm surges and extensive
flooding affecting the densely populated North-East coast.
Recent estimates suggest that New York State alone will
face costs of $42 billion for rebuilding and prevention
measures, with 305,000 houses damaged or destroyed, 2.2
million residents losing power, and 265,300 businesses af-
fected by the storm (Raval 2012). In the aftermath, New

York Governor Andrew Cuomo, former President Bill
Clinton, and New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg all re-
ferred to the impact that climate change could have on such
extreme events, moving the issue of climate change back
into national discourse (Gammon 2012). Consequently, this
paper discusses the possibilities of new discourses, and
political actors, emerging in the aftermath of extreme weath-
er events. By taking an interdisciplinary approach and com-
bining current literature on the formation of publics, the
political and economic impacts of extreme weather events
and popular discourses in the US climate debate, this paper
seeks to highlight ways in which extreme weather events
could create a unique opportunity to make the case for US
climate adaptation.

The paper begins with a summary of current trends in
extreme weather events and their economic impacts in the
USA. Secondly, the lack of current US adaptive strategies is
highlighted as well as possible reasons for inaction. Next,
the paper introduces the concept of a ‘public’ and showcases
the actors that might compose an ‘extreme weather public’,
that is, a group united by their shared concern with the
impacts of extreme weather events. The paper then places
this extreme weather public in the context of current debate
around domestic adaptation in the USA to highlight how it
could influence popular climate change discourses. Finally,
by introducing the concept of an extreme weather public, it
is argued that such a public could offer the opportunity to
unhinge the two strategies of climate change mitigation and
adaptation and focus on what might be the more politically
achievable short-term goal of adaptation.

Extreme weather in the USA

The USA has historically been at particular economic risk
from hurricanes, tropical storms, floods, blizzards, fires,
heat waves and droughts. Lazo et al. (2009) found that
historically climate variability had caused losses of 3.6 %
of annual gross domestic product (GDP) across 11 key
economic sectors of the US economy, equating to annual
losses of $485 billion (in 2008 US$). In terms of billion
dollar events, the south-east USA appears to have been
particularly vulnerable over the last 30 years (e.g. see
Fig. 1c above), with many of the billion dollar events
outside of this region happening within the last 10 years
(NOAA 2012). Individual climate extremes can have cata-
strophic impacts, for example Hurricane Katrina in 2005.
The economic losses from Hurricane Katrina have been
estimated at over $200bn, the most costly disaster ever to
strike the USA (Burby 2006), whilst socially it caused the
displacement of over 250,000 people, the death of over
1,800 people and the further impoverishment of hundreds
of thousands of people (Ackerman 2007).

Fig 1 Comparison of the spatial pattern of a the percentage of people
living in poverty areas in 2006–2010, b spatial pattern of urbanisation
derived from city lights data in 2000 (urban areas are shown in red and
peri-urban areas in yellow and c frequency of billion dollar weather/
climate events from 1980–2011 (Source: US Census Bureau 2010;
NASA 2000; NOAA 2012)
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As noted the impacts of individual extreme weather
events can vary greatly over time and space and are highly
dependent on the underlying vulnerability and exposure of
affected regions and populations. Settlement patterns, ur-
banisation and changes in socio-economic conditions are
all factors that influence exposure and vulnerability. As
such, socio-economic change is considered a principal fac-
tor in the increasing trend in economic losses from extreme
weather events seen over the twentieth and early twenty-first
century (Pielke and Sarewitz 2004), although climate
change is expected to play a more dominant role in the
future occurrence and severity of extreme weather events,
and their economic and social impacts, given the recent
projections of the IPCC (2012).

In the past decades, the USA has experienced major
transformations in terms of population, development pat-
terns, economic conditions and social characteristics
(Cutter and Finch 2008). The importance of social vulnera-
bility in understanding potential impacts of hazards such as
extreme weather events has resulted in the development of
more quantitative frameworks, models and vulnerability
assessment techniques being developed (Cutter et al.
2008). For the USA, one approach to quantifying vulnera-
bility has been through the integration of a wide range of
county-level socioeconomic and demographic data to con-
struct the Social Vulnerability Index for environmental haz-
ards (Cutter et al. 2003). Such maps are highly valuable to
highlight geographical variation in social vulnerability in the
USA and those areas that have lower capacity for prepared-
ness and response.

Importantly, many of the country’s poorest communities
are found in vulnerable locations. This is illustrated in
Fig. 1a, which highlights what is called by political pundits

the ‘poverty belt’ of the USA, ranging from New Mexico in
the Southwest to West Virginia in the Mid-Atlantic region.
Comparing Fig. 1a with Fig. 1b and c highlights how high
disaster losses can also correspond to regions with high
social vulnerability and urbanisation. This example is also
in line with the more detailed study of Cutter et al. (2003),
which noted that, in general, the most vulnerable counties in
the USA appear in the southern half of the nation.
Consequently, identifying and understanding social vulner-
ability and addressing the relationship between vulnerability
and physical hazards have great importance for understand-
ing the economy, policies and for planning climate change
adaptation and mitigation strategies.

Adaptive responses to climate change in the USA

Adaptive action plans can be created at the federal, state and
local levels; however, action at the federal level is incredibly
important because ‘it owns and manages a significant num-
ber of holdings and natural resources; its programs, regula-
tions and guidelines affect the ability of others to adapt; it is
an important provider of technical, fiscal, and other support;
and it plays a crucial role in dealing with impacts that cross
geographic or jurisdictional boundaries’ (Smith et al. 2010,
p. 6). For example, the National Flood Insurance Program
aims to encourage States and local governments to recognise
and incorporate flood hazards in their land use and develop-
ment decisions, with 21,885 participating communities
(FEMA 2012). Incentives for participating communities ad-
versely affected include disaster relief payments, low-cost
loans to ease business recovery and subsidised flood insurance
(Burby 2006).

Fig 2 Climate change
adaptation plans by state as of
April 5th, 2012 (source: C2ES
2012
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Congress has yet to pass a climate bill revealing the lack of a
strong and collective position on climate change mitigation
and adaptation in the Senate and House of Representatives.
However, under President Obama, executive branch depart-
ments, such as the Department of Commerce and the
Department of the Interior, have begun incorporating climate
adaptation strategies into their internal planning processes.
Nonetheless, these initiatives are still in their early stages and
often fail to synchronise activities with State and local govern-
ments, thus ignoring the role the Federal government can play
as a catalyst and coordinator to more localised actions (C2ES
2012). For example, ‘the wake of Hurricane Katrina provided
an opportunity for the federal government to use the public
concern created by the disaster to spur more local governments
to prepare comprehensive plans that address hazard mitigation’
(Burby 2006, p. 173). Yet, integrated national adaptation strat-
egies which aim to synchronise adaption measures and strate-
gies at federal, state and local levels remain limited. In addition
to a lack of adaptive action at the Federal level, many states
lack adaptation plans as well, as shown in Fig. 2. Interestingly,
when compared to Fig. 1a–c, it can be seen that many of the
states that lack a climate adaptation plan are also those which
are potentially most vulnerable to climate extremes and their
subsequent economic impacts.

Some adaptation and mitigation strategies are politically
unfeasible as governments are reluctant to invest today to
reduce losses in some unknown and future point, potentially
outside of their election cycle (McBean 2004), as they lack
the blessing of public consensus, or as they do not register
highly on the voter’s list of concerns. For example, top
priorities for voters in 2012 were the economy and jobs
(The Pew Research Centre for the People and the Press
2012). In 2009, only 30 % of voters considered the issue

of global warming a top priority, less than half that accorded
to such things as terrorism, social security and education
(The Pew Research Centre for the People and the Press
2009). This low priority placed on global warming is appar-
ent by the issue’s lack of presence completely as a response
in 2012. Whilst conclusions about this omission are difficult
to draw (e.g. respondents might have considered global
warming under the category of environment in 2012, which
has made gains in voter interest since 2009), it can also be
taken as indicative of the lack of enthusiasm around the
issue as it is currently framed.

Furthermore, global warming and climate change have
become increasingly partisan issues, with most sceptics
belonging to the Republican party or the political right
(Borick and Rabe 2012a). McCright (2011) and McCright
and Dunlap (2011) highlight the direct effect of political
orientation on public opinion on climate change, noting that
Democrats report beliefs more in line with the scientific
consensus on climate change compared to Republicans.
This stems from the polarisation of the issue of climate
change by Democratic and Republican policy-makers
based on key political goals and the fragmentation of news
media in recent years. As such, citizens are likely to obtain
their news from news stations compatible with their own
political beliefs.

Comparing Fig. 1 with Fig. 3 above, it can be seen that
many of the states in the south and south-east, which suffer
from frequent climate extremes and some of the largest
disaster losses are firmly right-leaning in their recent elec-
tion decisions. Consequently, many communities potentially
highly vulnerable to extreme weather events appear to back
a political position, which would inhibit strong and concert-
ed action on climate change.

Fig 3 2012 presidential
election results at the county-
level in the continental USA.
Red counties were won by
Republican candidate Mitt
Romney; blue counties were
won by democratic candidate
Barak Obama (source: Newman
2012)
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Whilst current Republican officials may seem uninterested
in action on climate change, or sceptical of the underlying
science which precedes mitigation or adaptation policies, re-
cent polls have suggested that some members of the right are
beginning to warm up to global warming (The Pew Research
Centre for the People and the Press 2011). However, there are
still many arguments made against doing anything in connec-
tion with climate change and many people who remain
unconvinced of the need for action.

These arguments for inaction, which feed into the current
climate debate, can be considered in terms of three broad
categories. Firstly, there are the questions that surround the
scientific evidence, such as global warming is not occurring
or human activity is not the cause of global warming. As
previously stated the predominant consensus of the climate
science community is that global atmospheric warming of
the climate system is unequivocal and warming over the
past 50 years is attributable to human activities (IPCC
2007a). However, the US conservative movement and vir-
tually the entire Republican party have become fundamental
in opposing this position, challenging the credibility of the
climate science and spreading doubt and uncertainty about
the reality of the issue (e.g. McCright 2011; Elsasser and
Dunlap 2013; McCright and Dunlap 2010).

Secondly, there are arguments surrounding the domestic
policy implications which can represent a fear of the ex-
panded role of government through regulation, intervention
in markets and restrictions on property rights, all issues that
run counter to aims of Republicans (McCright and Dunlap
2011). Thirdly, arguments centre on foreign policy implica-
tions. Legally binding treaties such as the Kyoto Protocol
can be seen as directly threatening sustained growth, free
markets, national sovereignty and the continued abolition of
government regulation (McCright 2011). It is argued that as
a large emitter of greenhouse gas emissions, the USAwould
bear a disproportionate cost of emission reductions, whilst
not necessarily bearing the largest gains from avoiding
dangerous climate change (Sunstein 2007). For example,
in 1997, the US Senate passed the Hagel-Byrd Resolution
not to ratify any treaty that would impose mandatory emis-
sion reductions on the US without imposing such restric-
tions on developing nations, or which would result in seri-
ous harm to the economy (McCright and Dunlap 2003).

Furthermore, as a large industrialised emitter of greenhouse
gases, the USA could be called out by other nations as being
politically or financially liable for many of the effects of climate
change such as extreme weather events and their related eco-
nomic impacts in other countries. Tol and Verheyen (2004) note
that international law provides a basis for responsibility for
climate change impacts whereby States shall not inflict damage
on or violate the rights of other States. Issues of liability have also
been raised following the 2012 UN climate talks in Qatar fol-
lowing the agreement of nations that developing countries

particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of climate change
could have a right to redress from major polluting nations
(although the US delegation was reported to have worked hard
to ensure there was no explicit mention of compensation or
litigation) (Pearce 2013).

Such concerns animate those in opposition to climate
change adaptation, and especially mitigation strategies, but
it could be argued that weather extremes and the ‘publics’
they gather can interact with these arguments in ways that
hold the power to move the debate forward.

The creation of an ‘Extreme Weather Public’

A ‘public’ can be defined as being created by an issue. As
described by Dewey, ‘when a family connection, a church, a
trade union, a business corporation, or an educational insti-
tution conducts itself so as to affect large numbers outside
itself, those who are affected form a public which endeavors
to act through suitable structures’ (Dewey 1927, pp. 29–30).
Public formation for Dewey centres on affected populations.
Individuals are affected and wish to respond, leading them
to address the issues affecting them through the structures
and institutions available to them. This conception of a
public is different than the prevalent conception of a singu-
lar ‘public’—one, homogenised and easily represented
through public opinion. Dewey’s work on public formation
built on and responded to the deconstruction of a singular
‘Public Opinion’ in the work of Lippman (1922, 1925).
Dewey (1927) sees a multitude of publics all seeking to
bring their concerns and perspectives to the attention of
others. In this model, individuals can be members of multi-
ple publics in accordance with their multiplicity of concerns.
In this way, a movement seeking to address climate change
is in fact many smaller movements, or publics, which have
overlapping aims. For instance, some groups are focussed
on adaptation, whilst others call for mitigation. Some pub-
lics strive for international action, whilst others are focussed
on domestic and local level action. Every actor can be seen
to have their own interests, will share some with others and
have some that are uniquely their own.

The actors gathered by extreme weather events are varied
and may often be newcomers to the US climate debate.
Weather extremes are having an increasing impact on the US
economy in many ways, and financial firms, homeowners,
insurance companies, small and large businesses and local
governments are all growing increasingly aware of potential
disaster losses and are interested in minimising the risk, ex-
posure and vulnerability of their personal and financial in-
terests. In keeping with the theory of public formation outlined
by Dewey, as the scientific understanding of climate extremes
continues to become clearer, and the economic impacts of
these extremes are better modelled and understood, this
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extreme weather public will increasingly recognise the
increasing risk their assets face. For many firms, espe-
cially insurers, this awakening to the risk of extreme
weather events is already taking place as ‘without adap-
tation to climate change, a tremendously high human and
economic price will be paid by both the developed and
developing world’ (Swiss Re 2012).

Likewise, extreme weather events can gather actors through
personal experience and the risk or reality of economic loss.
There is an expanding literature on how, and if, personal
experience influences an individual’s belief in climate change
(Myers et al. 2013; Akerlof et al. 2013). This literature ranges
from those who find no causal connection between personal
experience and climate change belief (Brulle et al. 2012;
Scruggs and Benegal 2012) to those who find that experience
of weather and climate extremes do have an effect on rates of
belief (Borick and Rabe 2012b; Egan and Mullin 2012; Howe
et al. 2013; Spence et al. 2011). If the findings of this latter
group hold true, we could reasonably expect increasing rates of
belief in climate change in tandem with the increasing frequen-
cy of weather and climate extremes.

For example, a recent poll reported that 24 % of respon-
dents cited changing and extreme weather as the main
reason why they believe climate change is occurring
(Borick and Rabe 2012a). Similarly, a September 2012
survey published by the Yale project on Climate Change
Communication highlights the increasing role unusual and
extreme weather is having on the climate change awareness
of affected populations (Leiserowitz et al. 2012). For exam-
ple, 74 % of Americans felt that global warming was affect-
ing weather in the USA. When asked about six recent
extreme weather events in the USA, the majority responded
that global warming made each event worse and were most
likely to connect global warming to the record high temper-
atures of the summer of 2012. There has been an increased
focus on modelling and understanding changing patterns of
extreme weather events since the 1990s (Meehl et al. 2000);
however, as a whole, the potential risks of these events in
terms of quantified economic and social impacts are less
well known. As such, there has been limited linkage be-
tween the science of climate change and the actual implica-
tions of this for society at a personal level. Yet, the above
polls highlight how personal experience of extreme weather
is one key feedback, which can be identified. Therefore,
regardless of whether weather extremes and their impacts
can be attributed to climate change or not, if the number of
people experiencing such events and the negative economic
and social consequences increase, this could continue to
directly influence wider opinions on climate change.

As mentioned previously, increasing economic damages
relating to extreme weather events can largely be attributed
to socio-economic change affecting the vulnerability and
exposure of society. Consequently, in order to stop the

economic damages, it makes sense to adapt our social and
infrastructure systems. The threat of increasing weather
extremes, and their subsequent economic costs, can make
the case for adaptive action in two ways. Firstly, those
involved in this extreme weather public include highly
influential actors in political and economic spheres.
Insurance companies, financial firms, local and state gov-
ernments and business owners can all be impacted by ex-
treme weather events. These groups are important in US
political discourse as well. Job creation statistics, the Dow
Industrial Average and GDP projections are popularly ac-
cepted as key indicators of the economic health of the USA.
Each one of the above-mentioned actors constitutes a pow-
erful business lobby and plays a key role in the economic
life of the USA, and due to the recent ‘Citizens United’
Supreme Court case, these actors are allowed to make
unlimited campaign contributions. An extreme weather pub-
lic is in a good position to influence policy makers to
address the economic impacts of weather extremes and help
these actors manage the risks of extreme events through
adaptive action. Some from this extreme weather public,
such as those in the insurance industry, are already calling
on the senate to acknowledge the role that climate change
can play in terms of extreme weather related losses, calling
for action and a national policy related to climate and
weather (Speer 2012).

Secondly, the discourse of an extreme weather public has
the potential to sidestep the argument about human causal-
ity, which can act as roadblocks to adaptive action. The
human causality of climate change need not be material to
the debate about building resilience to climate extremes in
the USA. Whether or not officials believe anthropogenic
interference is to blame, there is a case for a national
adaptation strategy. This argument is based on the notion
that many people who deny the human causality of climate
change are still willing to accept the fact that the climate is
changing and that extreme events are occurring more often
with larger environmental and economic impacts. Whether
this is due to natural climate variability, socio-economic
change or greenhouse gas emissions can be side-lined whilst
still finding common ground on the fact that these changes
are happening. The fact that they are happening is currently
a less politicised epistemological claim. The argument here
is to shift the debate in the shorter term from questions of
why, to questions of how often and with what effect.

This approach could still raise issues when considering
adaptive responses in the longer term due to potential mal-
or under-adaptation if future scenarios of climate change
were not considered. However, key indicators of the effec-
tiveness of an adaptation action are robustness to uncertainty
and flexibility in response to altered circumstances (Adger
et al. 2005). Consequently, issues of causality if addressed at
a later date could then feed into adaptation strategies in
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place if such strategies are developed in an effective and
sustainable manner.

Furthermore, the discourse of an extreme weather public
can sidestep many of the arguments cited earlier for adaptive
inaction making it a potent discourse for action. The EPA
and FEMA need not grow in size or power in order to help
implement adaptive policies; local and state governments
can take the lead alongside local businesses. An example of
this decentralised approach can be seen in the C40 Climate
Leadership Group, wherein large cities such as New York,
Tokyo and Rio De Janeiro gather to exchange best practices
and experience whilst implementing adaptation and mitiga-
tion policies in their respective cities.

In addition, since the discourse of an extreme weather
public need not be interested in arguing about the human
causality of extreme weather, mitigation can be left out of
the debate in this instance. An extreme weather public can
focus solely on adaptation at the federal, state and local levels
leaving foreign policy and mitigation concerns for other active
publics to argue. This deferral of causality and a “wait and
see” attitude is not ideal as due to the inertia of the climate
system, even if emissions were stabilised today, we can still
expect additional climate change in the twenty-first century
(IPCC 2007a). This issue has not been well understood by the
public in the USA in the past (Sterman and Sweeney 2002),
and continued delays will only exaggerate the future impacts.
However, whilst mitigation strategies may reduce the likeli-
hood of extreme weather events and their impacts occurring in
the longer term, in the shorter term, governments and policy
makers must still prepare for and adapt to such climate risks.
Mitigation alone is insufficient to address primary factors
underlying extreme weather events, their impacts and the
underlying vulnerability of society, and as such, adaptation
can be considered as an equally important goal (Pielke and
Sarewitz 2004). Furthermore, debate over climate change and
mitigation policies has been shown to be a contentious and
dividing topic in political contexts whilst adaptation is steadily
rising in prominence in the USA at a federal, state and local
level (Moser 2011). Therefore, it makes sense to invest capital,
both political and economic, in measures that reduce society’s
vulnerability to extreme weather events. Whilst climate
change activists have faced difficulty convincing governments
to proactively approach and tackle this issue, perhaps an
emerging extreme weather public like the one sketched above
can prevail.

Conclusion

Extremeweather events gather a politically powerful network of
actors. Personal experience and economic impacts form the
locus point for this emerging public. Therefore, the discourse
of an extreme weather public is uniquely positioned to influence

policy makers and sidestep many of the arguments raised by
those who favour adaptive inaction. The emergence of an ex-
tremeweather public, as outlined in this paper, will not be able to
bring closure to necessary debates on the human influence on
climate change, the proper role of mitigation as a response to
climate change or the international impacts and need for coop-
eration between nations. However, by bracketing out these
questions, an extreme weather public could make a stronger
economic case for increased adaptation in the USA in the near
term, and present a palatable alternative for voters who are not
ready, or willing, to engage with the wider climate change
narrative. Much in the way that the IPCC sees its recommended
‘low-regret’ adaptive measures laying the foundation for future
action, the construction of an extreme weather public, and their
discourse, can be seen to lay the foundations for future climate
action if the populace engages and becomes increasingly con-
vinced of anthropogenic contributions to climate change. This
strategy could protect financial assets in the short term whilst
laying a framework for future climate change mitigation and
adaptation strategies. Indeed, as Latour (2005) notes, “Wemight
be more connected to each other by our worries, our matters of
concern, the issues we care for, than by any other set of values,
opinions, attitudes or principles”. The conception of an extreme
weather public focusses on the economic concerns both
Democrats and Republicans share and tries to steer clear of the
well-known arguments that could stall a national adaptive strat-
egy and find a point of agreement, domestic adaptation, between
American climate ‘believers’ and ‘sceptics’.
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