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Introduction
Planning is easy when you know the future. You can tailor and optimise your plans for the expected outcome. However, when this outcome does not eventuate, even the best-laid plans fail. Climate adaptation planning faces this challenge at an unprecedented scale. Rising sea levels, shifting weather patterns, and socio-economic uncertainties make long-term decision-making difficult. Despite this, many climate risk assessment and adaptation plans still misrepresent and downplay the uncertainty, leaving them vulnerable when reality unfolds differently.

Objectives
We examine how uncertainty is conceptualized and accounted for in climate risk assessments and adaptation plans and how this impacts planning approaches and the decisions being made. 

Methodology
We conducted a systematic review of 39 climate risk assessments and adaptation plans submitted as part of the Carbon Disclosure Project. Each different representation of the future of Sea Level Rise was classified into a level of uncertainty. Levels of uncertainty communicate the precision of our view of the future ranging from deterministic, to probabilistic, to an unknown future.

Findings
The review revealed that scenarios (Level 3 uncertainty) are the predominant tool for communicating uncertainty, aligning with the IPCC’s approach to presenting climate projections. However, in reality, climate impacts are deeply uncertain (level 4 uncertainty). While scenarios are useful tools to explore a Level 4 uncertainty, many adaptation plans treat them as deterministic projections, fixed trajectories that plans are designed around. This approach risks maladaptation, as it assumes the future will conform to one of these predefined scenarios rather than acknowledging the potential for surprise and deep uncertainty. This was further exemplified when looking at the levels of uncertainty presented in policy recommendations. Here uncertainty was almost entirely ignored often selecting the ‘worst case scenario’ under the guise of the precautionary principle.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 
A fundamental shift is needed in how uncertainty is understood and integrated into climate risk assessment and adaptation planning. While ignoring uncertainty may simplify decision-making, it creates plans that are vulnerable to change. Instead, embracing uncertainty enables the use of Decision Making under Deep Uncertainty (DMDU) tools, such as Robust Decision Making (RDM) and Dynamic Adaptive Policy Pathways (DAPP), which help identify vulnerabilities and structure plans to evolve with changing conditions. Shifting to these new planning techniques will develop more robust strategies, and without such approaches, we are not planning for the future, we are merely hoping for the best.





