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Climate Change Glossary
This table defines the commonly used words and climate change terminology.

TERM DEFINITION

Adaptation Adaptation refers to adjustments in ecological, social, 
or economic systems in response to actual or expected 
climatic event and their effects or impacts. It refers 
to changes in processes, practices, and structures 
to minimise potential damages or to benefit from 
opportunities associated with climate change1.

Adaptive Capacity The ability of a system to adjust to climate change 
(including climate variability and extremes) to minimise 
or to cope with the effects.

Afforestation Direct human intervention to convert land that has not 
been forested for period of at least 50 years to forested 
land through planting. 

Anthropogenic Results from or produced by human beings

Biodiversity The total diversity of all organisms and ecosystems. 

Biofuel A fuel produced from organic matter or combustible oils 
made by plants.

Biomass The total mass of living organisms in a given area or 
volume.

Capacity Building Capacity building is developing the technical skills and 
institutional capabilities in developing countries to 
enable their participation in all aspects of adaptation to, 
mitigation of, and research on climate change. 

Carbon Cycle The term is used to describe the flow of carbon 
(in various forms, e.g. carbon dioxide) through the 
atmosphere, ocean, and terrestrial biosphere. 

Carbon Dioxide 
(CO2)

A naturally occurring gas fixed by photosynthesis into 
organic matter. A by-product of fossil fuel combustion and 
biomass burning, it is also emitted from land-use changes 
and other industrial process. 

Carbon 
Sequestration

The process of increasing the carbon content of a 
reservoir/pool other than the atmosphere. 

Carbon Sink Human intervention to reduce emissions of greenhouse 
gases or remove GHG concentration from the 
atmosphere. A sink refers to forests, vegetation, or soils 
that can reabsorb carbon dioxide2. 

Climate  Climate is defined as the ‘average weather’; it describes 
surface variables such as temperature, precipitation 
(rainfall), and wind over a period of time, usually a 30 
year period. 
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Climate Change (CC) CC refers to any change in the climate over time, due to 
either natural variability or as a direct or indirect result of 
human activity that alters the composition of the global 
atmosphere. 

Climate Variability Refers to the variations in the mean state and other 
statistics of the climate on all temporal and spatial scales 
beyond that of individual weather events. Variability may 
be due to natural internal processes within the climate 
system (internal variability) or to variations in natural or 
anthropogenic external forcing (external variability).

Coral Bleaching The loss of colour which results from a coral losing 
its symbiotic, energy-providing organisms. Coral 
endosymbionts are phototrophic, using pigments (colour) 
to help convert sunlight to energy and biomass. The 
phototrophic endosymbionts are what give coral its 
colour. It is not the loss of colour that matters, but the 
loss of the endosymbionts has the side effect of losing 
the colour.

Coral bleaching in Mauke, 2009
Photo by Edna Torea-Allan
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Deforestation Natural or human intervention that removes forests.

Drought Occurs when rainfall is below normal recorded levels, 
causing serious water shortages that affect land resources 
and production systems. 

Ecosystem The interactive system formed from all living organisms 
and their physical and chemical environment within a 
given area. 

Ecosystem Services Ecological processes or functions having monetary or 
non-monetary value to individuals or societies at large. 

El Niño Southern 
Oscillation (ENSO)

El Niño brings warmer than average temperatures to 
the central to eastern Pacific and a weakening of the 
trade winds. The Inter-tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ) 
and the South Pacific Convergence Zone (SPCZ) tend to 
move closer to the equator, so rainfall increases near the 
equator and decreases in the north-west and south-west 
Pacific. 

Extreme Weather 
Event

Extreme weather events may typically include floods, 
tropical cyclones, and droughts that take place in a 
particular location.

Greenhouse Effect The process in which the infrared radiation from the sun 
is trapped within the atmosphere to warm the Earth. 

Greenhouse Gas 
(GHG)

Greenhouse gases are both natural and anthropogenic 
gases that are absorbed by the atmosphere that increase 
the retention of sunlight energy as heat trapped inside 
the atmosphere

Inter-decadal Pacific 
Oscillation (IPO)

The PDO is a long-lived El Niño-like pattern of Pacific 
climate variability. While the two climate oscillations 
have similar spatial climate finger prints, the have very 
different behaviour patterns in time3. 

La Niña In a La Niña event, the opposite changes to ocean 
temperature occur, and the trade winds strengthen. The 
ITCZ and the SPCZ tend to move away from the equator, 
reducing rainfall near the equator and increasing it to the 
north of the equator and south-west Pacific.

Mitigation An anthropogenic intervention to reduce GHG sources 
and emissions and to enhance carbon sinks. 

National 
Communication 
(NC)

A report submitted in accordance with the Convention 
(and the Protocol) by which a Party informs other Parties 
of activities undertaken to address climate change.

Nationally 
Determined 
Contributions 
(NDCs)

According to Article 4 paragraph 2 of the Paris 
Agreement, each Party shall prepare, communicate, and 
maintain successive nationally determined contributions 
(NDCs) that it intends to achieve. Parties shall pursue 
domestic mitigation measures, with the aim of achieving 
the objectives of such contributions.
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Ocean Acidification 
(OA)

Increased concentration of CO2 in sea water causing 
an increase in acidity (i.e. a reduction in ocean pH 
levels). This change may lead to reduced calcification 
rates of calcifying organisms, such as corals, molluscs 
(octopuses, squid, trochus, pearl oysters, and giant 
clams), crustaceans (lobster, shrimps, and crabs), and 
some algae.

Reforestation Planting of forests on lands that have previously 
contained forests but that have been converted to some 
other use. 

Resilience The ability of a social or ecological system to absorb 
impacts, while retaining the basic structure and way of 
functioning, the capacity for self-organisation, and the 
capacity to adapt to stress and change. 

Saltwater Intrusion Displacement of fresh surface water or groundwater by 
advances of saltwater due to the greater density of the 
saltwater. 

Sea-level Rise An increase in the mean level of the ocean. Eustatic 
sea-level rise is a change in global average sea level 
brought about by an increase in the volume of water in 
the ocean. Relative sea-level rise occurs where there is 
a local increase in the level of the ocean relative to the 
land, which might be due to ocean rise and/or land level 
subsidence. 

South Pacific 
Convergence Zone 
(SPCZ)

The SPCZ is a band of high rainfall that affects most 
countries in the South Pacific, stretching west from the 
Solomon Islands to east of the Cook Islands. It is strongest 
in the Southern Hemisphere’s summer/wet season 
(November to March). The year to year variability of the 
SPCZ is dominated by the impact of ENSO events, moving 
north and east in the Pacific during El Niño events, and 
south and west during La Niña events4.  

Sustainable 
Development (SD)

Development that meets the cultural, social, political, 
and economic needs of the present generation without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.

Vulnerability Vulnerability is the degree to which a system is 
susceptible to, and unable to cope with, adverse effects 
of climate change, including climate variability and 
extremes. It is a function of the character, magnitude, 
and rate of climate change and variation to which 
a system is exposed, its sensitivity, and its adaptive 
capacity. 
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