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African Climate and Climate Change: Physical, Social and Political Perspectives
The 2008 Easter meeting of the Climate Change Research Group (CCRG) proved to be an extremely successful meeting, receiving excellent feedback and comments from various participants.  The two-day event was funded by the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), and hosted by the Walker Institute for Climate System Research at the University of Reading.  The meeting was originally proposed by Dr Mark Pelling (chair of the CCRG committee), with the theme proposal and subsequent organisation coming from Dr Charles Williams, committee member of the CCRG and research fellow at the Walker Institute.

The title for the meeting was “African Climate and Climate Change: Physical, Social and Political Perspectives” and brought together physical and social scientists with an interest in African climate.  The meeting was widely publicized throughout the UK climate community, and prior to the event information was disseminated to all participants via the conference website.  The meeting was open to all academics and PhD students working in this field, and attracted approximately 35 participants representing the majority of the UK-based African climate community.  Participating institutions included the Walker Institute, University College London, King’s College London, the University of Leeds and the UK Meteorological Office Hadley Centre.  The event was composed of 4 invited plenary speakers, numerous short presentations from participants and discussion sessions. 

After a short introduction to the Walker Institute by Professor Nigel Arnell and a general introduction by Drs Charles Williams and Mark Pelling, the opening plenary was delivered by Dr Andy Morse of the University of Liverpool.  Dr Morse discussed health impacts in Africa, focusing primarily on malaria epidemics, and gave an update on how seasonal forecasts could be integrated into health management.  Dr Morse introduced some of the main challenges to improving climate-health research, in particular the mismatch between the macro-scale at which climate models operate and the micro-scale at which mosquitoes transmit the malaria virus.  This was followed by a number of shorter presentations, focusing on satellite-based rainfall estimates, application of satellite rainfall monitoring in crop yield forecasting and food crop modelling over Africa.  After the lunch break, during which a demonstration of the Hadley Centre regional model was given, Dr Chasca Twyman of the University of Sheffield delivered the second plenary of the meeting.  Dr Twyman discussed adaptation to climate change and variability in southern Africa, focusing in part on recognising changes in climate as gained from interviews with focus groups, community meetings and farm visits for various case studies in South Africa.  The plenary was followed by another round of short presentations, fitting into the broad category of climate modelling and including some results from work over southern Africa, East Africa and Ethiopia.  The rest of the afternoon was given over to discussion with the group as a whole, where a number of outcomes and potential new developments were debated.  The first day ended with a drinks reception, followed by an excellent conference dinner in the Senior Common Room of the university.
Whereas the first day focused primarily on the natural side of climate science (albeit with some necessary exceptions), the majority of the second day concentrated on social science.  The second day began with the next invited plenary, delivered by Dr Richard Washington of the University of Oxford.  The plenary concentrated on the use of climate information in Africa, and during the presentation Dr Washington discussed the kind of information that interested parties require, the challenges faced by climate scientists in providing this information and some possible solutions to these difficulties.  The plenary was followed by another round of short presentations, including papers discussing the influence of future land cover changes on the climate of central Africa, the impact of climate variability on terrestrial hydrology in Uganda and groundwater resources in tropical Africa.  During the lunch break another demonstration of the Hadley Centre regional model was given, before the final invited plenary immediately after lunch.  This was delivered by Dr Dominic Kniveton, of the University of Sussex.  Dr Kniveton discussed demographics and climate change, focusing on the implications of future trends on migration patterns.  The plenary tackled the relatively new term of 'climate refugees' and challenged some common misconceptions and, using case studies from various African countries including Ghana, Ethiopia and the Sudan, demonstrated some examples of climate-related migration.  The plenary was followed by a final round of short presentations, with papers discussing the hydrology and ecology in a region of southern Africa, agent-based modelling and its application in climate-related migration.  The day ended with a discussion session, to summarise the event and provide some including remarks.

The meeting organiser, Dr Charles Williams, gratefully acknowledges the generous funding of £600 from the Royal Geographical Society, which enabled several of the attending PhD students to be fully funded.  Sincere thanks also go to the Walker Institute for hosting the event and kindly providing the catering during the lunch and coffee breaks.  The event would not have been such a success without these two sources of funding.
