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CLIMATE CHANGE DINNER SPEECHES 

Eliot Abbott 

Hinshaw is pleased to be sponsoring this dinner.  On behalf of the firm, I thank each of 
you for attending. 

As recent events have shown, the causes of climate change still are under debate, but the 
effects are undeniable.  Tonight we are pleased to have two of the world’s leading experts in the 
field who are going to give you their views and thoughts about rising ocean waters and recent 
developments regarding protection and planning of the coastal communities in years to come. 

Kevin Burke serves as Hinshaw’s Chairman, and leads our 500-plus lawyer and 
employees in 11 states and London.  Kevin has spent his entire career as a trial lawyer, and has 
been recognized by his peers for his skill sets and civility.  He has received the highest 
designation a trial lawyer can obtain, and has been named a Fellow in the American College of 
Trial Lawyers.  Since his election as Chairman of Hinshaw & Culbertson, Kevin has profiled his 
innovative approach to leading the firm in a time of significant change in the legal market.  It is 
this interest and motivation that has caused the firm to grow under his leadership. 

In addition to being a fabulous trial lawyer, Kevin is an Associate of Wood Hole 
Oceanographic Institution and its Ocean and Climate Change Institute.  Kevin has a deep interest 
in the issues of seawater relating to seawater rising levels.  Like all of us, he has come to engage 
in the dialog and raise awareness and the considerable threat that rising ocean waters and the 
challenges related thereto.  It is my pleasure to introduce my partner and friend, Kevin Burke. 

[Applause] 

Kevin Burke 

Thank you, thank you, Eliot.  That was pretty generous. 

Well, you know when you’re the Chairman of a law firm, they have you come to these 
events that are sponsored by people and the firm for different reasons, and you are invited up to 
say a few things.  So I’m really here because they have asked me to be the Chairman.  And 
you’re the ones that really matter in this discussion that we’re going to be having here over the 
next couple of days.  While I think it’s important in my role to visit any of the programs that I am 
invited to, this is one that I am particularly proud of.  I think that the work that has been done by 
Steve and Eliot and the Miami Law School in having all of you here, and the people that will 
come tomorrow, and the speakers that are going to come, it’s just going to be fascinating.  I’m 
very excited, and I’m honored, actually, on behalf of our partners and the firm, I’m honored to be 
here. 

It’s funny, as we were talking out at cocktails tonight, I come from Chicago.  And I 
couldn’t help but think as we were having the discussions, about 1871 was the Chicago fire.  
That was about 145 years ago.  And if you study that, if you’re local and you study how the city 
was re-built, and how they responded to the emergency, I would say, responded to something 
that tragically happened suddenly.  But nevertheless, bringing together the disciplines – the 



2 
15385590v1 2635 

specialists in architecture and development, and all, anything and everything, the tradesmen – to 
respond and rebuild the city, and act in concert to make things better.  And they did make things 
better.  It is fascinating. 

I couldn’t help but think that there is a lot of that going on here, because you have people 
– great thinkers, thought leaders – they’re all going to be talking here tomorrow.  And they’re all 
in unison in getting together to come up with solutions, to engage in the dialog.  Actually, I 
believe, like what we know and what I have experienced in Chicago, things will be better.  And 
we have the Chicago School of Architecture, the Chicago new School of Architecture came out 
of it.  Our lakefront has great architecture.  What burned was redeveloped by the lakefront that 
everybody talks about. 

There’s great things that are happening, it’s really exciting, through this challenge.  I 
know with the people who are involved that you’ll do great things from the dialog that you are 
having right now will lead the way, and you will be the leaders of this discussion. 

I’m here though, really – in addition to participate and enthusiastically listen and learn – 
I’m here to introduce to you Jesse Keenan.  I wrote this out because, if I were to go into what 
impresses me about his curriculum vitae, you would be at the dessert.  But I pulled out a few 
things that I thought I’d tell you about.  Because it is remarkable.  He is on the faculty at Harvard 
and Columbia.  He teaches in the Graduate School of Design at Harvard and lectures on real 
estate development, client – pardon me, I’m a lawyer so I think “client” – climate adaptation 
science.  And with that, he is a specialist in the research for cities around the globe.  I took note 
of the cities that he has consulted with on these topics that you’ll be talking about over the next 
couple of days.  It’s remarkable.  Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Rio, Stockholm, Tokyo, New York – 
fdomestically, New York, Boston and, of course, Miami.  The one thing that I thought was 
particularly remarkable in reading through his CV is that he has actually had an exhibition at 
MOMA, the Museum of Modern Art in New York, of course.  And the topic and the subject 
exhibition was bridging art and science in building an environment.  I only wish I saw it.  If I 
can, Jesse Keenan, can I ask you to come up and introduce you to this crowd?  He also wears a 
bowtie.  I’m a bowtie guy, too. 

Jesse Keenan 

Thank you very much.  [Applause]  So, I really want to thank Hinshaw & Culbertson for 
not only hosting us tonight, but also for their leadership in a wide variety of issues ranging from 
work force diversity, criminal justice reform, and certainly matters of climate change.  
Particularly, I’d like to thank Steve Cronig, Eliot Abbott for their tireless work in helping bring 
tonight’s gathering to fruition. 

The eminent practitioner in environmental law at Hinshaw is Harvey Sheldon.  As 
lawyers, we must be prepared to argue both sides of climate change.  However, what we seek as 
officers of the court is actually the manifestation of the truth, as you all recognize.  So if 
tonight’s pretext is one of sea level rise, then we can say that truth is a manifestation of actual 
measurement science, and not the articulation of model projections.  So if you ask Hinshaw’s 
insurance, environment, and real estate practices, they will tell you that climate change impacts 
are already challenging the static convention of public and private law. 
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I would also like to thank Dean Patricia White and the University of Miami School of 
Law, Dean Raquel Matas and their team, who have really been instrumental in bringing tonight 
together. 

So this is perhaps an appropriate launching point for tonight’s event that we are joined by 
professional leadership.  You all in insurance, finance, real estate, communications, engineering, 
law and academia, are joined by a wide variety of stakeholders including Dr. Charlene Milliken 
at The National Academy of Sciences. We have General Counsel from the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands.  We have Chris Flavelle from Bloomberg News.  We have a wide variety of subject 
matter expertise: Jay Raskin and Rachel Minnery, who are leading the conversation in the built 
environment and setting standards for architecture. We have Edgar Westerhof and Ann 
Terranova, whose firms are really leading the next generation of American infrastructure 
problems. 

But for each of our professional practices, from insurance to journalism, we are 
challenged by both the direct impacts and effects of climate change.  Now, it’s probably best to 
reserve the prognosis and diagnosis of sea level rise for Professor Hal Wanless and Dr. Jennifer 
Jurado for tomorrow.  However, it’s not too difficult to imagine in 150 years from now that 
divers will be diving on, let’s say, Brickell Avenue Reef, and they will discover a monument.  
And it will say “I Told You So” inscribed with the words from Professor Wanless. This future 
also involves the University of Miami buying the FSU campus, dissolving the FSU football 
team, and things like that.  So – but it’s a future.  So what we’re here to think about is the future, 
and project into the future, and think about how our professions, our industries are engaged. 

So, in more immediate economic terms in South Florida, all of our lives are already being 
shaped by the effects of climate change, whether we realize it or not. Longer commute times, 
higher prices for food and car insurance, utility rate inflation that far exceeds annual CPI. And as 
accounting standards catch-up with regulations and risk and asset valuation, at the end of the 
day, your retirement accounts will all be feeling this, much sooner than later. 

The average age of tonight’s guests are about 48 years old. And based on a weighted 
distribution of female to male guests, relative to anticipated life expectancy, you all have maybe 
31 years to live, and maybe two decades of work ahead of you. [Laughter] So in the next two 
decades according to NOAA and the Army Corp of Engineers, you could see a foot to a foot and 
a half of sea level rise from 1992, mean sea level. Now in the upper boundary of this range, it 
would suggest that sea level rise would need to keep up at about a 9th of an inch, about 22 
millimeters per year, to keep this rate. So keep in mind, the long term relevant sea level rise in 
Southeast Florida from 1913 to 2006 was about 2.4 millimeters per year. 

A recently published paper measured relative sea level rise in Miami-Dade County in a 
single year at about 25 millimeters. So about a little under one inch. So, this is more than 10 
times the long term rate of sea level rise, relative sea level rise. So, at the end of your career, we 
are very likely – well, there’s some probability associated with this, as we all recognize – that we 
will see this foot to a foot and a half of sea level rise. And of course, if you add in rapid ice melt 
scenarios and a slowdown of the Gulf Stream, this could be a reality much sooner than later. 
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Now, many of you have heard my prognostications of South Florida on hospice care. But 
this analogy falls apart if we don’t recognize the costs and benefits of palliative care. So what 
brings us here tonight is the ambition to rewrite this discourse. Not only our prospective 
professional capacities, but also the broader economy, and our task to adapt it to climate change.  
So, we must recognize the necessity to mobilize our economy, not only to manage the risk of sea 
level rise, but also to capture those associated opportunities. So, here in Miami, we must 
re-engage our waterfront, not necessarily in coastal luxury living, but for an opportunity to 
reindustrialize.  Let us not forget the extent to which the southern hemisphere, and particularly 
the Caribbean which is very much under stress from climate change, is very much reliant on us. 

So these are the opportunities that we have to think, and project, and adapt to. We must 
create novel insurance instruments to pool a shared risk where conventional markets fall apart.  
We must re-examine the proposition to manage and balance efficiency and equity, and the 
decommissioning of infrastructure and housing. We must become experts at the dual purpose 
infrastructure design that has the adapted capacity to handle greater loads under wider ranges of 
uncertainty. We must develop impact fees that internalize the externalities of climate 
vulnerability and private real estate development. I am just saying we must entirely rethink the 
static conventions of law and commerce in the face of dynamic change. This requires new 
models of underwriting and designing the built environment that acknowledges the inevitability 
of what is already baked into the climate system in terms of global warming and radiative 
forcing. 

So we must call upon law and our sponsors here tonight to mediate these matters of 
societal and natural resource exploitations. Specifically, existing models for environmental 
permitting and public procurement are not entirely optimal, or I would say sufficient, given what 
we face in terms of scale, scope and timing of what lies ahead. So we must call upon design to 
bear witness to the fragility and temporality of architecture and infrastructure. 

In this room tonight, we are representatives of private sector organizations and 
institutions with a market cap exceeding 200 billion dollars. We have the capacity not only to 
play the game, but to write the rules of the game ourselves. 

So whether we sink or we swim depends on how we define the winners and losers. To 
this end, it is incumbent upon ourselves to challenge the politically convenient rhetoric that we 
will plan and engineer our way out of this in the name of resilience. It’s not normative resilience 
that we seek. It’s actually descriptive resilience in the advancement of transformative 
adaptations. So at this juncture, we either fail or we adapt.  And to this end, we have to 
acknowledge the opportunity of failure, and the opportunities associated with creative 
destruction. 

So we have to decide for ourselves whether we want to live in a stochastic world of 
random interactions, or a chaotic world where we share some determinism for our future 
engagement that seeks to balance social, economic, and environmental forces. 

To do something about climate change, the opportunity, that has largely come and gone.  
We either make money, tax the money, redistribute that money in the name of public good and 
infrastructure, or we bear the consequences of greater and greater economic and environmental 
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inequality. This comes up over and over again from bond financing to mortgage rates. It’s an 
inevitability. 

But I realize that I am preaching to the choir. In the coming years, Trump will rewrite our 
administrative state. Florida may or may not benefit from this. Algal blooms, drinking water 
contamination, sunny day flooding – that all requires federal, state and local coordination. So at 
the same time that we anticipate trillions of dollars, well, I should say a trillion, maybe 500 
billion dollars in infrastructure, but if I am an actuarialist at the OMB, large investments in South 
Florida don’t really pencil out. And if I’m a congressman from Iowa, they certainly don’t. 

So it is up the people in this room to pioneer a path forward. It wasn’t even 100 years ago 
that similar pioneers were in similar positions in this very place in this very room.  I hope that we 
can use tonight’s occasion to network and celebrate the fact that we are actually all born in a 
pretty good time in the span of human history.  So more fundamentally, I want to challenge you 
to think about not only how we derive value and profit, a fairly controversial statement here, 
from the occurrence of climate change. But how we regulate, litigate, mitigate, insure, leverage, 
design, construct and operate the manifestation of this value in the manner that speaks to the 
central values of this city, this country and our underlying moral obligations. 

So tonight we are joined by David van der Leer, Executive Director of the Van Alen 
Institute. For over a century, the Van Alen Institute has been the instigator of interventions that 
have challenged the conventions of design, planning and urbanization.  For those of you who 
don’t count yourself among the glitterati of the design world, David is an All Star, whose work at 
the Guggenheim, the BMW Lab, the Venice Biennale, among other things, have challenged our 
understanding of the role of design in reshaping a public discourse around some of the most 
critical issues of our time.  So please welcome David van der Leer. 

[Applause] 

David van der Leer 

A very good evening everybody. And thank you, Jesse, very much, and Hinshaw for 
hosting us so beautifully here tonight. 

Jesse paints a rather dark picture, so I think I am going to do the opposite.  So I’m going 
for something a little bit more optimistic.  And I have to think of a meeting I had last year with 
one of the biggest optimists of our time, and some of you may actually know of him, James 
Lovelock. 

James Lovelock is, I think, 97 or 98 at this point, scientist, British, and he has been 
working on some fantastic things over the past decades.  He was behind the microwave.  He got 
people to think about what gas is doing to the ozone layer, and so on.  A few decades before the 
turn of the century, he was invited by Shell, and Shell wanted to know what is going to be 
happening in the future.  And he, of course, painted a rather dark picture.  And people got 
nervous.  He said, like, “This world was going to be changing, and the environments will change 
drastically.  We need to get with it, otherwise it will be very problematic.”  At that point, people 
did not want listen.  This has changed, of course.  Almost 50 years later now, people are listening 
now.  But things may not be possible to change so easily anymore; as Jesse is also referring to. 
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This is of course an interesting situation to be in.  I saw him last year and I asked him, 
“Okay, how does this feel if you made this prognosis a long time ago, and what do you think of 
this now?”  And what he said was actually quite interesting, and this is an exact quote.  He said, 
“I don’t think we can stop this progress.  My intuition tells me to enjoy the environment while I 
can.”  I was like, really?  That’s it?  [Laughter]  I was actually quite amazed.  And then he 
followed up, and it was quite interesting.  And I think it’s important for the conversation tonight.  
He said, “In my career, I have often had fantastic ideas, important ideas that could change the 
world.  But it would often take me at least seven years to convince people about the value of 
these ideas.”  And he sees it with so many of his colleagues.  Clever people that know where the 
world may be heading, but they can just not find the right vocabulary yet, or the community 
around them is not ready for these conversations.  And this is something that I think would be 
interesting for us to take in. 

So, there are a few things I think we can learn here.  First of all, what he is talking about, 
the joy of the environment that he is seeing now, which shocked me, I think he is not talking 
about sitting back and just seeing what is happening, changing out there.  But joy for Lovelock 
has always been about instituting change, about being part of the solutions.  This man cannot 
stop thinking.  So he will come up with interesting solutions.  So when he talks about joy, this is 
a joy that we all should be finding in this type of work also, by looking for solutions. 

Then his conversation about that he needs seven years to convince people.  He did not 
say it with so many words, but I have a feeling that it had to do with either collaborating or not 
collaborating with people.  Sometimes you have a great idea, but somehow you cannot get it to 
stick properly.  And it would fly so much more easily if you could beat it around with some of 
your peers, perhaps sometimes even your competitors, and see what an idea can become, in 
conversation, in collaboration. 

So those two thoughts can be very helpful here tonight and in the coming years here in 
Miami in general. 

A few points on the Van Alen Institute, because, of course, I represent the institution 
here.  As Jesse alluded to, we are 122 years old, and we’ve been working around the country in 
all those years to improve the cities and landscapes that we live in through design.  This is never 
to make things pretty.  That’s not so important to us.  We see design as a tool to get people to 
think about, how could we shape things up differently.  How could we organize things in another 
way.  And in our case, it often, of course, then leads to difficult projects. 

In the last years, and essentially how Jesse and I met, we worked on the slowly sinking 
delta of the Mississippi.  A very complex situation, and if nothing happens there, what you will 
see continuing over the coming decades is every hour a football field of land is getting lost to the 
bay.  Which means that at some point, there are a lot of people that do not have a place to live 
anymore.  Serious issues. 

On the other side, it’s now, I think, three years back, Superstorm Sandy hits the 
Northeast.  Needed a lot of work.  And we were involved in that.  And it was interesting to work 
with a lot of other entities in New York and in a larger zone. 
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All of these projects that we work on are about collaboration.  Collaboration that we think 
really makes these projects more interesting and more valuable to implement. 

So what does this all mean for South Florida?  I don’t have to run through any more 
doom scenarios.  We already got those.  But it’s important to keep those in the back of your 
mind.  You really are living in one of the most vulnerable areas of this country.  And it’s a very 
interesting part of the country, but it’s super vulnerable.  And at Van Alen Institute, and actually 
with several people here in the room, we’ve been thinking about, what could we be doing here?  
In the ways we usually work, through design competitions on the ground, to help you in this 
situation for the coming years. 

We will be launching a project called the South Florida Challenge in collaboration with 
the Knight Foundation, Miami Foundation, as well as the Rockefeller Foundation, and with great 
expertise of advisors like Jesse Keenan.  In the South Florida Challenge, we are looking at 
implementable solutions that look at the rising sea levels here in the area and, very importantly, 
implementable solutions that could be implemented here, literally around us, that could then 
become inspiration for South Florida at large.  Because what is playing out here, is playing out 
right in your neighbor’s backyard also, of course. 

We are looking for projects that touch on several topics.  Of course the ecology is an 
important one, but you cannot talk about projects like this by ignoring economy, or the social 
aspects, and topics like equity. So all of those are enveloped in a project. 

Many of you may have been involved in some shape or form in design competitions.  
One of the things that has been frustrating to me, coming into an organization that has been 
running design competitions for decades and decades, is that design competitions are often set up 
as a way to get people very excited.  And then, at the end of a process, it usually turns into a 
giant fund raising exercise that takes years and years.  Very frustrating, because you want to see 
things quickly. And especially in a situation on the ground here, where things are rapidly needed, 
you need to be seeing things after projects. 

So in this case, we are turning the competition model upside down.  We are working with 
government entities on projects that they have already allocated.  These projects have a budget, 
these projects have a timeline, these projects are going.  But what none of these projects have is 
an added layer of thinking through – what is climate change doing here?  What is sea water level 
rise potentially impacting on these projects? And how could these projects actually help turn 
things around potentially? So this is interesting, because suddenly there is a project that was 
already going to be there, but suddenly it is a project that is doing much more for the region. 

I am excited about this competition.  As I said, we have a good group of founders already 
in place. But I wouldn’t let the opportunity pass without doing a small pitch for a little bit more 
funding. We are looking for another 40%. So that is always appreciated should you be up for 
that. 

I should wrap up so that we can go back to dinner.  Because you are all here to really 
enjoy each other, to network, and do business, of course.  I understand that. 
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But let’s jump back to James Lovelock.  It is very important to collaborate.  And I hope 
that all of you collaborate in this room.  You’re great people.  You’re the drivers of the economy 
here.  So let’s be sure that we are tackling projects together in the spirit of Lovelock, thinking of 
it as joy, and not necessarily as something “Oh, this is a scary time that needs to be approached 
with fear and anxiety.” It could also be a lot of excitement that is being used. 

And last, but not least, we already invented the microwave, which I really still doubt has 
a lot of purpose.  It may have seven years to sit on it and try and find the right wording for it, and 
so on.  You do not have the opportunity to sit around for seven years. You really need to seize on 
opportunities, basically yesterday. 

So I hope you will work together on projects moving forward. And I hope to collaborate 
with some of you, or actually all of you, on the South Florida Challenge that we will get off the 
ground in the coming months. 

Thank you, and have a wonderful evening. 

[Applause] 

Jesse Keenan 

Thank you very much, David.  It was a great pleasure to have you.  We decided to play 
good cop, bad cop. I hope it worked out. Everybody’s not too depressed, feels motivated, 
energized. I know I feel it. 

So anyway, thank you all for coming.  We look forward to seeing many of you in the next 
coming days with the Community Resilience Panel. 

Please enjoy your dinners.  And thank you again, all of you, for coming out.  I hope you 
enjoy the rest of your evening. Thank you. 

[Applause] 


