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Abstract 

The debate about the relationship between adaptation to climate change and development has been 

ongoing for over two decades. Adaptation is about risk reduction, the pursuit of opportunity and 

rethinking investments, planning and behaviour, which is also in many ways what development is 

about. Yet a distinction between the two is necessary for the existing funding architecture, and to 

ensure that adaptation is more than just business as usual. We summarise a debate held at the 

Adaptation Futures 2018 conference to explore whether global development is adapting to climate 

change, with one side arguing for, the other arguing against. The outcome suggests no obvious 

winner, in part because there is no clear distinction between what qualifies as exclusively adaptation 

or development, since some dimensions of each put them in opposition to one another, while other 

dimensions are mutually reinforcing. Yet, to say that adaptation will take place through development 

does not sufficiently underscore the need for development to be rethought. Adaptation will require 

transformative development – that is, development that takes everyone into account and places 

issues of equity and justice in the centre and adheres  to principles of sustainability. 
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1. Adaptation and development  

Adaptation to climate change is the process of changing to avoid being adversely impacted by 

climate change. Adaptation is about risk reduction, the pursuit of opportunity and rethinking 

investments, planning and behaviour. Given the wide-ranging factors contributing to the capacity to 

adapt, many proposed adaptation measures seek, in theory, to do ‘better development’, by going 

beyond development as usual to address the causes of vulnerability to climate change (Nightingale 

et al, 2019; Nagoda, 2015; Tanner and Horn-Phathanothai, 2014). Yet actions, policies and 

programmes implemented in the name of development can also be major drivers of vulnerability to 

climate change (Scoville-Simonds et al, 2020; Eriksen et al, 2018; Work et al, 2018; Colette, 2016). 

The debate about the relationship between adaptation and development has been ongoing for over 

two decades (Carr, 2019; Webber, 2016; Nagoda, 2015; Ribot, 2009; Schipper, 2007; Kates, 2000), 

with questions emerging such as whether adaptation is a ‘type of development’ or something else 

(Cannon and Müller-Mahn, 2010). More than an academic exercise for the definition-obsessed, 

comparing the two concepts has also become increasingly important from policy and practice 

perspectives.   

 

There is wide agreement that the main regions in need of greater adaptation lie in the developing 

world, particularly the least developed countries (Shackleton et al, 2015). Fundamentally, therefore, 

we need to ask whether global development is actually reducing vulnerability, adapting to climate 

change and considering new risks and opportunities. Or, is the global development process failing to 

adapt, or even itself exacerbating vulnerability and risks? Are development plans, policies and 

processes taking climate change into account? A session at the Adaptation Futures 2018 conference 

in Cape Town debated these questions in a motion: ‘Global development is not adapting to climate 

change’. This Viewpoint summarises the arguments and discusses the implications for both 

adaptation and development.  
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2. Position 1: Global development is not adapting to climate change 

Climate change and development are inseparable – development is both a driver and a victim of 

climate change. The first reason why global development is not adapting to climate change relates 

to the existing development deficit, the distance still left to ensure equality and wellbeing for all. This 

contributes to the existence of an adaptation deficit, or the failure of adaptation strategies, policies 

and measures to manage existing climate variability, without considering the additional impacts of 

climate change (Burton, 2004). This adaptation deficit is borne out by the large and growing burden 

of disaster losses compromising economic growth in many parts of the world (CRED/UNISDR, 2018). 

Both of these pre-existing deficits frustrate adaptation to future climate change. For many of the 

world’s population, the capacity to adapt remains constrained by widespread inequality and 

shortfalls in wellbeing, prosperity, employment, health, education, justice, governance and 

ecological health (Matin et al, 2018). Evidence of successful mainstreaming of adaptation into policy 

remains limited and questioned (Scoville-Simonds et al, 2020), with weak linkages to other policy 

objectives such as poverty reduction, biodiversity or urban and rural development (Casado-Asensio 

et al, 2016). In an example from coastal Kenya, Ojwang et al. (2017) show that shortcomings in 

institutions and capacity constrained local adaptation, which illustrates how a lacking development 

context creates a mismatch with adaptation efforts.   

  

 

A second contention is that the dominant capitalist economic system, rather than promoting 

adaptation, is perpetuating structural vulnerability and risk (Mosberg et al, 2017). Patterns of 

development are expanding human activity and settlement into places exposed to climate hazards, 

such as low-lying coastal areas and floodplains (IPCC, 2012), while inequality in wealth is growing 

globally (Alvaredo et al, 2018). Some root the historical inequality driving unequal adaptive capacity 

in historic patterns of colonialism and hegemony (Weiss et al, 2018; Mikulewicz, 2019). Unlike 
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debates around greenhouse gas emissions linked to differential rates of industrialisation, adaptation 

discourse rarely engages with the historical roots of vulnerability nor the politics around it 

(Mikulewicz, 2019; Eriksen and Lind, 2009). Climate justice arguments are based around liability for 

climate change hazards, but there has been far less attention to the historical manifestation of 

vulnerability as it advanced with the evolution of both climate change and uneven development 

(Bankoff, 2018). Vulnerability of families of ex-miners in South Africa for example, is linked to loss of 

breadwinners to silicosis lung disease. This vulnerability is driven by the expansion of South Africa 

gold and uranium mining activity to supply the western markets as part of the industrialization drive 

of the 20th century (Hecht, 2018).     

 

Third, if we don’t consider the development context, the risk is that all adaptation efforts will be 

ineffective at best, but maladaptive at worst. Maladaptation is when efforts to adapt result in 

increased vulnerability (Juhola et al, 2016) or – as interpreted by Barnett and O’Neill (2010) – 

contribute to significantly enhanced greenhouse gases. Evidence of maladaptation is growing 

(Eriksen et al, 2018), such as through climate change initiatives in Cambodia that have been shown 

to replicate the same development projects that are contributing to climate change and vulnerability 

(Work et al, 2018) or in Ghana where adaptation projects favoured more powerful groups pushing 

tourism but in turn threatened the physical displacement of a local community (Owusu-Daaku, 2018). 

Maladaptation also results from the poor connections between the policy, science and practice 

(projects) on adaptation (Swart et al, 2014). For example, development practitioners and national 

governments are looking to achieve successful adaptation in the context of the Paris Agreement’s 

adaptation goal, while adaptation scientists still debate the idea, suggesting that this might even be 

a ‘flawed concept’ (Dilling et al, 2019). As such, development that focuses on climate change without 

considering the drivers of vulnerability and addressing the development deficit, risks undermining 

opportunities for adaptation in the future and increasing vulnerability to climate change (Casado-

Asensio et al, 2016). Even autonomous adaptation can lead to maladaptation: communities left in 
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poverty are forced to adjust to survive as they face risk, which can compromise their capacities for 

achieving both adaptation and development objectives (Antwi-Agyei et al, 2018). Maladaptation is a 

risk when both adaptation and development objectives are short-sighted, for example when people 

farming in marginal lands develop irrigation so they can continue to farm, only until there is too much 

competition for water – or pressure from climate change – for farming to be possible at all, as laid out 

in discussions on limits to adaptation (Barnett et al, 2015).  

 

Fourth, adaptation policy issues remain dangerously far from their development policy contexts. In 

addition to the Paris Agreement under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 

2015 saw the international community ratify Agenda 2030, or the Sustainable Development Goals, 

and the Sendai Framework on Disaster Risk Reduction. While discussions have begun on how best to 

ensure complementarity between the three global development agendas, these conversations 

remain in their infancy, and each policy process maintains an interest in continuing along largely 

separate trajectories, collaborating only when obvious synergies are presented (Peters et al, 2016; 

UNFCCC, 2017). It is nevertheless encouraging that noticeable changes are emerging: the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) special report on climate extremes (SREX) 

engaged the disaster management community (IPCC, 2012), while the special report on 1.5C global 

warming was particularly anchored on the Paris Agreement and Sustainable Development Goals, as 

well as incorporating the Sendai Framework (IPCC, 2018). 

 

Fifth, institutional contexts remain a barrier for the mutual pursuit of adaptation and development. 

Thinking specifically about climate finance under the UNFCCC regime, there are long-standing 

political concerns about the ‘new and additional’ nature of climate finance, to assure that support is 

not simply re-labelled development assistance, but rather newly mobilised funds specifically for 

climate purposes (Donner et al, 2016). Indeed, a recent review of 5,200 adaptation projects in the 

OECD Creditor Reporting System database found that 66% of projects had no discernible adaptation 
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component, justifying concerns about re-labelling (Weikmans et al., 2017). In view of this issue, 

discussions are ongoing in several climate funds around practices of ‘incremental costing’, whereby 

only the mitigation and adaptation components of projects are supported, and other streams of 

finance must be leveraged for development activities (Sidner and Amerasinghe 2019; Rive, 2017). 

This approach emerges from an important policy issue, but in practice necessitates drawing a line in 

the sand between adaptation and development, posing significant barriers for actors who seek to 

pursue those goals in tandem – development actors who indeed hope to adapt to climate change 

(Lahsen et al, 2010; Khan and Roberts, 2003).  

 

Finally, another indication that global development is not adapting to climate change is that global 

development continues to be market driven, enveloped by inequalities at all levels, as well as fierce 

competition for resources and uncertainties leading to insecurities that give rise to a strong 

inclination for material accumulation and protectionist tendencies (Godfrey-Wood and Naess, 2016). 

Global development maintains the same norm where prosperity is achieved in some regions while 

others are held back through various market mechanisms and control, which deny them 

technological advancement and trade in value-added products, leaving these regions to be perpetual 

suppliers of cheap raw materials, a dumping ground for low-quality goods and services, and with 

weakened governance systems (Brondizio et al, 2016). The dominance of low-developed regions by 

the developed world extends to knowledge, culture, values and consumptions patterns. Hence if 

building adaptive capacity is closely linked to level of development, the odds are stacked against 

effective adaptation in those vulnerable regions since reducing vulnerability under this development 

pathway calls for, to some degree, eroding the power and resource base of prospering regions 

(Gough, 2017). This is difficult in the light of systems characterised by uncertainty, high consumerism 

and the drive for wealth accumulation as a hope for security. The high uncertainty in a market 

economy negates prospects for genuine adaptation of vulnerable people in exposed regions. Rather, 

where regions of prosperity reach out to areas populated by vulnerable people, it is usually with the 
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underlying aim to open new markets and access more resources under the pretext of assisting with 

adaptation (Weiss et al, 2018).    

 

It can be concluded that major transformations are required for global development to adapt to 

climate change, and currently, dominant growth paradigms and hegemonic constructions prevent 

these from taking place (Godfrey-Wood and Naess, 2016).  

 

3. Position 2: Global development is adapting to climate change  

More optimistic viewpoints in the debate on climate adaptation in the context of global development 

were underscored by the acknowledgement that adaptation is best considered as a process, as 

illustrated by the idea of adaptation pathways (Fazey et al, 2016; Werners et al, 2015). As such, there 

is much to be optimistic about in terms of the progress made in adapting global development to 

climate change.   

 

First, adaptation has become an important and indeed urgent global development policy norm. This 

was not the case even a decade ago, when there was still the lingering belief that mitigating 

greenhouse gases emissions would largely be sufficient, limiting adaptation to certain sensitive 

places. As a legacy of early climate policy priorities adaptation was still seen as a potential distraction 

from the important business of mitigation. Growing understanding of the severity and speed of 

climate change impacts has now placed adaptation (and its limits) firmly on the agenda (IPCC, 2018; 

Dow et al, 2013).  The international impetus for adaptation is further strengthened by the reports and 

action tracks of the Global Commission on Adaptation (GCA, 2019), and by the recently-launched the 

World Climate Adaptation Programme. 

 

Second, adaptation is enshrined in global policy agreements upon which governments are basing 

their national development planning. That adaptation is essential was cemented by the 185 nations 



 9 

who have so far ratified the Paris Climate Agreement of 2015, through their commitment to enhance 

adaptive capacity, strengthen resilience and reduce vulnerability with a view to contributing to 

sustainable development.  In response, adaptation is explicitly addressed in the laws and policies of 

at least 170 countries, mostly through development plans or sectoral policies (CCLW, 2019).  The vast 

majority of developing countries include adaptation components in the pledges laid out in their 

Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and have agreed to develop National Adaptation Plans 

(NAPs), supported by a variety of international capacity and knowledge strengthening processes. 

Similarly, Sustainable Development Goal 13 on climate action explicitly links the achievement of 

sustainable development to strengthening the resilience and adaptive capacity to climate-related 

hazards and disasters in all countries (Target 13.1). 

 

Thirdly, national adaptation planning has been complemented ‘from the ground-up’ by the huge 

growth of action and understanding in community-based adaptation (CBA). CBA can be described as 

adaptation by development actors (Reid and Schipper, 2014). CBA builds on the experiences of 

community-driven and participatory development approaches, and is based on the premise that 

‘local communities have the skills, experience, local knowledge and networks to undertake locally 

appropriate activities’ (Dodman and Mitlin; 2013: 640). Action and learning are networked globally 

through initiatives such as annual CBA conferences (now in its 14th iteration) and WeAdapt.org 

platform, and initiatives are increasingly being scaled up (Schipper et al, 2014).   

 

Fourthly, adaptation activities have matured particularly in the development co-operation sphere. In 

the early 2000s, development agencies were waking up to the importance of adaptation for poverty 

reduction but few agencies had programmes or projects that mentioned ‘climate’, let alone 

‘adaptation’ (Abeygunawardena et al, 2003). Nowadays, alongside explicit pilot programmes, 

adaptation has been mainstreamed into the work of most bilateral and multilateral development 

agencies, development NGOs and local grassroots groups. This reflects a recognition that climate 
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change and especially adaptation are part and parcel of the business of supporting human 

development. The 2015 World Bank report ‘Shock Waves’ underscored that the ‘impacts of climate 

change on poverty by 2030 mostly depend on development policy choices’ (Hallegatte et al, 

2015:179), handing the responsibility for action firmly to development actors.  

 

Fifthly, while there are still significant short-comings in the finance available for adaptation (UNEP, 

2018), significant flows are emerging. International public finance for climate change is growing. The 

Green Climate Fund, the largest multilateral climate fund under the UNFCCC, currently has a 

portfolio of over 100 projects and a total value of $19bn since 2015. Of these projects, one quarter are 

specifically dedicated to adaptation, while another 35% include both mitigation and adaptation 

components (GCF, 2020). It can be difficult in practice to disentangle this sort of adaptation finance 

from more traditional development assistance. Indeed, a recent assessment of 7,080 climate actions 

identified across 161 NDCs found that every proposed action was related to at least one SDG, often 

several SDGs, and that all 17 SDGs were linked in some way to climate adaptation as we approach 

the project level (Dzebo et al, 2017). There are significant opportunities to further integrate 

adaptation finance and development assistance, though challenges undoubtedly remain (Betzold 

and Weiler, 2018; Persson and Klein, 2009). 

 

Beyond the availability of, and access to, international climate finance there has also been notable 

growth in domestic public finances for climate change and private sector spending. India, 

Bangladesh, Indonesia, Kenya and Brazil provide examples of countries to have established national 

funds to boost their adaptation efforts (Prasad and Sud, 2019), while national disaster risk finance to 

anticipate disasters and promote resilience is rising (Tanner and Wilkinson, 2016). Businesses too are 

allocating greater resources towards climate risk management, particularly through market systems 

approaches and greater understanding of risks across value chains (Biagini and Miller, 2013; 

Surminski and Tanner, 2016; Kuhl, 2018).  
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Finally, science, knowledge and learning on adaptation has taken off around the world in recent 

years. Adaptation is now an established field of study and practice, in both developed and developing 

countries. This is reflected in the growing coverage and literature in the Assessment reports of the 

IPCC, with two recent IPCC Special Reports on extreme events and the 1.5C threshold having explicit 

adaptation remits. Government interest in adaptation policy is also growing, reflected in the 

widespread preparation of National Adaptation Plans under the UNFCCC. Academic and professional 

interest in adaptation is illustrated by the international conferences such as the CBA series and the 

Adaptation Futures series from which this paper emerged. There are a growing number of institutions 

that work on adaptation, ranging from small grassroots development organisations to the high-level 

Global Commission on Adaptation, whose mission links the development and adaptation challenges.  

 

4. The Outcome: A blurry line 

Although the debate participants voted that global development is not adapting to climate change1, 

the discussion suggests that reality is more likely to be a combination of both perspectives. This is 

partly because there is not a clear distinction between what qualifies as exclusively adaptation or 

development, since some dimensions of each put them in opposition to one another, while other 

dimensions are mutually reinforcing. One participant suggested that the global development 

industry had been quick to pick up and adapt to new job opportunities on climate change. The issue 

of ‘cannibalisation’ of funding – ie. using funding earmarked for adaptation for ‘regular’ development 

instead – is relevant, and this leads to questions about prioritisation and chronology of action: does 

addressing adaptation needs now risk undermining future development opportunities?  

 

                                                                  
1 There were approximately 60 participants, including adaptation researchers, students and practitioners from 
around the world. Voting results: For: 22; Against 13; the rest abstained. 
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To say that adaptation will take place through development does not sufficiently underscore the 

need for development to be rethought. A recent UK parliament committee examining how UK aid 

money was being used for combating climate change suggested that the UK’s aid spending ‘would 

be more laudable if it were not for the magnitude of the climate change crisis’ (IDC, 2019: 65), yet it 

also acknowledged evidence of continued support for fossil fuels as part of the official development 

assistance. Adaptation will require transformative development – that is, development that takes 

everyone into account and places issues of equity and justice in the centre and is founded on 

sustainability as the ultimate goal. If development is also supporting processes that exacerbate 

greenhouse gas emissions or create conditions of inequity, this will negate any positive effects of 

adaptation. Equity and justice are driving forces of vulnerability, with lingering roots in the unequal 

power dynamics of the past, which remain healthy and damaging in the present. 
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