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Abstract
Planning for current and future climate risks depends on more than early warning signals and technical climate information. The management and enabling of effective risk approaches, we argue, is shaped by complex contextual settings. These
contexts are shaped by decisions including: What climate risks are prioritised? Who makes decisions about risk response
interventions and how do they make these decisions? This preliminary study uses observed changes in storm events in
the City of Johannesburg (CoJ) and the City’s Climate Change Adaptation Plan as a lens through which the scope of such
contexts and decisions can be interrogated. The study is used as a springboard from which to begin a dialogue on interactive approaches to adaptation and response planning for current and future climate change. We suggest that this dialogue
may be required for a more proactive disaster-risk approach in the city. The major focus of the paper includes a statistical
analysis of historical weather data from the OR Tambo Weather Station, located in close proximity to the city. Significant
trends are identified in the frequency and intensity of thunderstorms for the period 1960-2009. This preliminary assessment
shows some similarities with emerging climate change projections that suggest that heavy rainfall events may become more
frequent and intense. The preliminary results presented here also concur with the recent findings contained in the CoJ’s
Climate Change Adaptation Plan (2009). While the study is in no way substantive and few wider generalisations and strong
conclusions can be drawn from it, the study does provide a useful starting point for considering possible planning interventions. The potential value of using science and information from studies, such as this, is highlighted along with the possible
ways in which such science can interact with and help inform a comprehensive planning agenda in the City. Finally, the
paper calls for more attention to be paid to the contributions and perceptions of community awareness and understanding of
climate risks.
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Introduction
Attention focussed on climate change is growing both globally
and locally. One problem with much of the current discourse
is that this focus is usually on long-term challenges rather than
on also attempting to understand current local issues. Projected
climate change is important for various planning horizons,
particularly those that aim to address climate and development
issues in the short and longer term. This paper aims to show
that an enhanced understanding of both current and past
climate phenomena (in this case thunderstorms) can be invaluable in enhancing the dialogues needed to improve adaptation
to future climate change. Some practical and effective insights
into current and future environmental challenges (e.g. climate
change and climate variability) can potentially be gained from
those already working on climate adaptation research and
adaptive governance (Adger, 2001; Adger et al., 2009; Demeritt
et al., 2010). Despite the wealth of such insights, we suggest
that there remains a patchy understanding of how climate and
climate risk assessment can be woven more effectively into
everyday planning, particularly in urban planning settings.
In the late 1990s, Cohen et al. (1998) challenged those
working on climate change and sustainable development to
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consider, amongst other things, that integration between climate change and sustainable development needs to be context
specific. Integrated assessments need to be informed by local
knowledge, include climate models as well as incorporate an
understanding of broader social issues (Cohen et al., 1998;
Roberts, 2008). Although the international literature is becoming increasingly populated by climate studies that include
themes such as those raised by Cohen et al. (1998), few such
studies exist for urban areas in South Africa.
One way to begin highlighting the need for a richer and
more engaged dialogue on climate change and variability, in
local contexts, is to illustrate the nature of a climate problem
(e.g. thunderstorms) from various perspectives. This process
can begin, for example, by investigating some of the climate
scenarios that may accompany climate change, particularly
where these may be of value to urban planners. Here the patterns and trends, which climate systems have produced in
the past, can also be reflected on. From there, an assessment
can be conducted on the value of possible assimilations of the
findings, in a way that shows how such information can affect
everyday lives and how such information may contribute to
how risk perceptions are framed. To provide a context within
which this debate can be articulated, the current state of intense
rainfall variability also needs to be understood. This will
also reveal the risks and consequences of possible changes in
variability that may result from climate change (Boko et al.,
2007; Christensen et al., 2007). Improving the understanding of current storm risks is not purely for the benefit of the
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