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Australia (QLD) 

 Failing legitimacy for climate change policy 
 

 Economic dependence on mining, agriculture & 

fossil fuel-intensive industry 
 

 Ongoing imperative for climate adaptation at 

State & Local Government level 
 

 Climate extremes, variability & increasing 

vulnerability  



The UK 

 Legitimacy provided by the Climate Change Act 

(2008) 

 Adaptation Reporting Power 2010 

 UK CC Risk Assessment 2012 

 National Adaptation Plan 2013 

 But at local government level? 

 

 Ethos of self-sufficiency, political independence 

& desire for international standing 
 

 

 Climate change is a relatively abstract risk, yet 

 High levels of environmental awareness 

 UK is highly vulnerable 
 

 
 



Method 

 Political-historical analysis of Queensland & UK 
 

 34 Semi-structured interviews 

 Climate Change Scientists (6) 

 Policy Scientists (16) 

 Policy Players (12) 
 

 

 Investigating perceptions of credibility, salience 

and legitimacy of climate science and policy 

evidence 

 

 
 

 

 

 



Knowledge Systems 

 Credibility 

 Plausible, technically adequate 

 

 Legitimacy 

 Unbiased, fair, considers appropriate values & 

interests of users 

 

 Salience 

 Relevant and practically usable for decision 

making 

 

(Cash et al., 2002, 2003) 



What is climate adaptation 

evidence for policy? 

GCMs/ESMs 

Climate 

Change 

Models 

Climate 

Change 

Scenarios & 

Projections 

Impact & 

Risk 

Assessment 

Evidence-

based 
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Credibility fails when… 

Credibility 

Attempts at 

Salience get in 

the way 

Through the 

management of 

uncertainty & 

probability 

Structural Model 

Error? 
(Frigg et al., 2013) 

Linear-rationalist 

expectations 

about what 

impact & risk 

assessments 

can provide 

Politicisation of 

evidence 

Climate Science 

Policy Evidence 



Legitimacy fails when… 

Legitimacy 

Conclusions of 

science fails to align 

with values or 

political priorities 

(e.g., Qld) 

Economic & Linear-

Rationalist Norms: 

“Business Case – 

Not Evidence Base” 

Legitimacy prioritised 

by Australian 

participants 

Policy evidence fails 

to align with 

perspectives of users 

– yet is often 

construed as 

objective reality 

Climate Science 

Policy Evidence 



Salience fails when… 

Salience 

“It’s like handing somebody a dictionary, you can start reading the dictionary at page one 

and you’ll learn stuff, but it only becomes useful to you when you actually know what 

you’re looking for” 

Conflicts of 

Scale: 

jurisdictional, 

temporal, 

geographic 

Difficulties navigating 

uncertainty and probability 

Salience prioritised 

by UK participants 

Poor 

understanding of 

vulnerability 

Contingency of the 

evidence fails to align 

with perspectives of 

users – Not Usable 

Climate Science 

Policy Evidence 



Conclusions 

 Legitimacy holds primacy over credibility & salience 
 

 Climate science often lacks Salience due to 

problems of scale, uncertainty, complexity and poor 

communication 
 

 Climate science often lacks Legitimacy due to 

prevailing norms, values and politics 
 

 Policy evidence may be deficient across all three 

criteria: Credibility, Legitimacy & Salience 

 “Fantasy Documents”? “Tick-Box Exercises”? 
 

 Climate adaptation problems are necessarily 

contingent. In order to avoid politicisation and to be 

effective, policy evidence must be explicit about its 

contingency 
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