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 L
ivelihoods in dryland areas are inher-
ently challenged by the demands of 
climate variability. Climate change is 
expected to have further implications 
for water resources in these areas. The 
Elqui River Basin, which stretches for 
approximately 130 kilometres from 

the Pacific Ocean to the High Andes in north-
central Chile, is no exception. The basin is par-
ticularly sensitive as rainfall is very low, river 
discharge is highly variable and prolonged 
dry periods are common. Precipitation aver-
ages around 100 millimetres per year and the 
valley is greatly affected by intense precipita-
tion events initiated by the El Niño-Southern 
Oscillation (enso) phenomenon.

The vulnerability of the Elqui community 
of Diaguitas to water and climate-related 
stresses was analysed by a multi-disciplinary 
team between 2006 and 2008. Data inputs for 
the study included participant observation, 
interviews, focus groups, climate and hydro-

logical records and projections and adminis-
trative and historical documents. The condi-
tions that affect livelihoods and contribute 
to vulnerabilities were documented. These 
included inter-related factors such as global 
climatic phenomena (especially enso), to-
pography and landscape modification due 
to increased acreages of fruit crops related to 

international demand and national econom-
ic strategies. This study demonstrates that, 
while moisture is desperately needed in an 
agriculturally productive dryland area, exces-
sive moisture can sometimes be ‘too much of 
a good thing’. 

the study area
Diaguitas is a small rural community of 700 
people, located 80 kilometres from La Serena, 
at an elevation of 687 metres above sea level. 
Diaguitas is adjacent to the Elqui River at the 
base of the precipitously steep hill, Cerro 
Mamalluca, which rises to 2219 metres. The 
valley has a thriving commercial agricultural 
industry, based on irrigation water drawn 
from the snow and glacier-fed Elqui River. 
Major crops include table grapes, citrus and 
avocado for export. Intensive vineyards and 
plantations blanket the valley and hillsides 
surrounding the community. Large agricul-
tural companies provide the main source of 

MaiN poiNts

  the authors de-
scribe how the Elqui 
River Basin commu-
nity of Diaguitas in 
Chile suffers from 
debris flows due to 
increasingly frequent 
intense precipitation 
events exacerbated 
by intensive grazing 
and landscape modi-
fication from com-
mercial agriculture.

  agricultural 
companies could 
suffer from future  
river water reductions 
due to snow and ice 
depletion.
  existing commu-
nity and commercial 
adaptive strategies 
may not be able to 
cope with future  
climate change.

Too much of a good thing

Gwen Young, Barry Smit, Johanna Wandel and Humberto Zavala describe vulnera-
bility to water resources under climate change in the semi-arid Elqui Valley, Chile
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Cerro Mamalluca                                                                                                                          Photo: © Gwen Young

by moving herds to other parts of the river 
valley and coastal areas, but this is becoming 
increasingly difficult because commercial ag-
riculture is preventing access. 

Abundant precipitation may also be ‘too 
much of a good thing’ in Diaguitas. Intense 
and abundant rainfall events can trigger de-
bris flows that cause significant damage to 
the community. Episodes of heavy rain (‘llu-
vias locas’ or ‘crazy rains’) tend to occur every 
few years, coinciding with El Niño conditions 
and following La Niña’s prolonged dry peri-
ods. During an El Niño year, annual rainfall 
can be two to three times higher than the 
annual mean. Community observations and 
instrumental records indicate an increase in 
extreme precipitation events. Community 
members feel that the rains have become 
much more intense in recent decades. 

In addition to precipitation events, topog-
raphy and land use play a role in the debris 
flows affecting Diaguitas. Diaguitas’ location 
at the base of Cerro Mamalluca’s sparsely 
vegetated, dry, sandy slopes means that the 
community is in the direct path of the de-
bris flows that occur when sediments are 
saturated. Although there are currently fewer 
goat herders than in the past, reduced access 
to the valley floor has contributed to more 
intensive grazing of the upper slopes. This has 
depleted the natural vegetation and reduced 
slope stability. Two major debris flows in 1997 
and 2004 inundated the community when 
‘lluvias locas’ occurred after prolonged dry 
periods. In 2004, more than 100 millimetres of 

small-scale agricultural and livestock pro-
duction and for potable water. Due to this 
dependency, the community is sensitive to 
variations in climate and water regimes. Any 
extreme change in the nature of water re-
sources or in the availability or use of water 
will have a corresponding effect on the com-
munity. 

Coping with water variability
Members of the community experience the 
effects of water variability in different ways. 
For example, prolonged dry periods, typi-
cally coinciding with La Niña episodes, reduce 
natural vegetation growth leaving goats with 
insufficient food from their usual grazing 
areas. In the past, goat herders adapted to this 

wage employment for the region. Prior to the 
arrival of these companies residents relied on 
the productivity of their ‘huertos’ (gardens 
or small farms). However, small farmers have 
difficulty generating income from small-scale 
crop production and often cannot refuse the 
salaries and high prices offered for their land 
or water rights. As a result, many residents 
have sold their land and water rights and 
taken up employment for wage labour. The 
community also includes a group of semi-
nomadic goat herders who rely on rain-fed 
vegetation in the valley. 

Most residents and businesses are either 
directly or indirectly dependent on water re-
sources to sustain their livelihoods, through 
employment from agricultural companies, 
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rain fell in six hours triggering movement on 
the unstable slopes. The resulting debris flows 
destroyed homes, irrigation canals and crops. 
The flow caused the stream to swell, blocked 
roads and made parts of the community in-
accessible. Residents were hospitalized with 
injuries and hypothermia and some were left 
homeless and were forced to relocate or re-
place their homes. 

The risk of damaging debris flows is further 
exacerbated by landscape modification re-
lated to industrial agricultural development. 
The rapid boom in commercial agriculture, 
reflecting export-oriented national econom-
ic policies, influences slope instability by in-
creasing planted areas. This removes natural 
vegetation and physically modifies the hill-
sides. Changes in land cover and land uses 
have also modified drainage patterns. Resi-
dents note that previously there were mul-
tiple ‘quebradas’ (ephemeral creeks) which 
drained the slopes during periods of intense 
rainfall. With the modified landscape there 
are fewer ‘quebradas’, increasing the force 
of the flow in those remaining and moving 
more debris. Residents indicated that when 
the land was covered by natural vegetation 
and the surface was unmodified by humans, 
the energy of the debris flows was dissipated 
and the damage was less. 

Agricultural companies themselves are 
sensitive to water availability. The compa-
nies primarily rely on surface water from the 
Elqui River for irrigation. Surface water vari-
ations are managed through the adoption 

of technologies such as high efficiency drip 
irrigation systems and water storage systems 
as well as the purchase of additional water 
rights. The continuing expansion of irrigated 
commercial agriculture in the valley has been 
facilitated by sustained river discharges, with 
some evidence of increases in supply since 
the 1970s. Ironically, this abundance may also 
be ‘too much of a good thing’ as it could well 
indicate deficits to come. Climate change has 
already resulted in the depletion of glaciers 
throughout the Andes and many river sys-
tems experience increased flows as snow-
lines become elevated and glaciers retreat, 
followed by depleted flows once the snow and 
ice sources are exhausted. 

Conclusions 
Diaguitas is already vulnerable to variations 
in the hydrological regime. Climate change, 
together with other forces, influences com-
munity exposure to potentially more frequent 
or intense storms and has implications for 
the long-term discharge of glacier-fed rivers 
such as the Elqui. The expanded agricultural 
industry and those employed in it are exposed 
to changes in the supply of irrigation water. 
As glaciers diminish with climate change and 
less runoff from snow is available in the sum-
mer months, seasonal competition for water 
in the agricultural sector will increase. 

Adaptive strategies are already being em-
ployed to make the most efficient use of avail-

vineyards and avocado plantations in elqui valley                                                    Photo: © Gwen Young
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able water, maintain contingency reserves 
through additional water rights and store 
water. It is not clear whether these have the 
capacity to sustain the agricultural industry 
under future climate change and changes in 
river discharge. In addition, prolonged dry 
periods and an increase in the frequency and 
intensity of extreme rainfall events would 
likely trigger more debris flows, especially if 
land use changes continue to modify slope 
surfaces. Since the most recent episode of ‘llu-
vias locas’ in 2004, some adaptive measures 
have been attempted to reduce the damage 
associated with debris flows. The effectiveness 
of these adaptations, which include artificial 
channelling, barriers and emergency man-
agement, remains untested until the next 
period of slope instability. 

Although Diaguitas is a dryland commu-
nity, its residents and their livelihoods are 
generally well adapted to the historical mois-
ture conditions. The climatic growing condi-
tions and access to irrigation water through 
river discharge drew commercial agriculture 
to the Elqui Valley and provides the main em-
ployment for residents. However, significant 
reductions in the discharge of the Elqui River 
would likely exceed the adaptive capacity of 
commercial agricultural operations and resi-
dents. Similarly, increases in the frequency 
and intensity of extreme precipitation events, 
combined with land use changes, would like-
ly increase the exposure to debris flows. ‡
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 T
wo years ago at a conference about 
living with climate change, develop-
ment economist Jeffrey Sachs casti-
gated the world for its inadequate 
response to global warming. “So far 
efforts have focused on mitigation 
- and with major actors not part of 

international climate agreements, we haven’t 
really got a great strategy there,” he said. “But 
even less have we put together a strategy to-
gether for adaptation. There is no post box for 
countries such as Chad and others affected by 
climate change to write to for help.” 

Aid workers were noticeable by their ab-
sence at that meeting – but they have since 
come to recognize the risks for the vulner-
able countries in which they work. At a re-
cent workshop on communicating climate 
change, one aid agency colleague remarked 
that news editors no longer get excited about 
stories along the lines of “poor people to be 
worst hit by climate change.” This is a good 

sign because it means the message has at least 
been delivered to the right address. What 
remains challenging is the response. 

Most relief and development groups have 
now accepted the need to integrate climate 
change into their strategy and programming. 
They are working to boost people’s resilience 
to cope with, and adapt to, the consequences 

of climate change. Some are advocating for 
a more just international policy framework 
for tackling climate change. Yet progress is 
uneven, and there is little critical evaluation 
of non-governmental (ngo) responses. A 
survey of international ngos (ingos) con-
ducted earlier this year sheds some light on 
the knowledge gaps. 

This article summarizes the findings and 
conclusions of the research, drawn from six-
teen questionnaire responses and six inter-
views. Of the participating ingos, ten are 
active in both relief and development - Ac-
tionAid, the Catholic Agency for Overseas 
Development, care, Christian Aid, Islamic 
Relief, Mercy Corps, Oxfam, Plan (United 
Kingdom), Save the Children and Tearfund; 
three are active mainly in development - In-
ternational Alert (peace building), Practical 
Action and WaterAid; and, three in humani-
tarian work - Merlin, Médicins Sans Fron-
tières and the British Red Cross. While the 

MaiN poiNts

 The author ex-
plains how most  
relief and develop-
ment groups accept 
the need to integrate 
climate change into 
their work, but 
progress with this is 
uneven.
 Confusion exists 
over what climate 
change adaptation 
means in practice 

and some agencies 
are held back by in-
sufficient capacity. 
 agencies can 
help with action 
learning on communi-
ty-based adaptation, 
linking communities 
and high-level policy 
processes and dis-
seminating scientific 
knowledge.

NGOs: running on empty?

Megan Rowling  finds that confused definitions and capacity constraints are  
holding back aid agencies’ responses to climate change adaptation
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data reflects their climate change responses 
in the first quarter of 2008, some organiza-
tions will have advanced since completing 
the survey. 

strategic responses to climate 
change 
In the past two years, climate change has risen 
decisively up ngo agendas. Of the sixteen 
organizations researched, six rated climate 
change as a top priority and seven as an 
important issue. Three said it was a low pri-
ority: Islamic Relief because it had not been 
perceived as a key factor in poverty reduction; 
Médicins Sans Frontières because it responds 
to disasters irrespective of their causes; and, 
Plan because of too many competing priori-
ties. None said it was of “no concern”. Eleven 
did not start working formally on climate 
change until 2006, with Tearfund giving the 
earliest date of 2002. Fourteen respondents 
said climate change would become more 
important in the coming decade, with only 
Tearfund arguing it would become less so 
after completion of a programme to main-
stream environmental sustainability. 

Seven respondents identified poor under-
standing of, or doubts about, climate change 
as an obstacle to getting it onto the strategic 
agenda. The British Red Cross said some staff 
were concerned that climate change was the 
latest aid fad. care noted that its response 
had been significantly delayed by “misin-
formation” on climate change in the United 
States. Three factors were seen as key to win-

ning organizational buy-in: climate change 
‘champions’ who have been instrumental 
in raising awareness and enlisting top-level 
support; membership of climate change coa-
litions which has provided valuable impetus; 
and, framing climate change in a way that 
relates to organizational priorities. 

Respondents have used a variety of lenses, 
but nearly all made the link between climate 
change and their work on disaster prepared-

ness and disaster risk reduction (DRR). For 
some, this angle has helped play down the 
‘newness’ of climate change and its potential 
strain on capacity. Ten took the view that 
climate change threatens the effectiveness 
of their development and poverty reduction 
work. Seven – mainly campaigning groups 
– have presented climate change as a global 
justice issue for which rich polluting nations 
should compensate developing countries. 

a farmer checks his mangrove trees at lamnga beach in aceh besar, indonesia.  
Mangroves protect coastal areas from erosion caused by severe weather  
 Photo: © REUTERS/Tarmizy Harva. Courtesy www.alertnet.org
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Christian Aid probably went furthest along 
this path, warning that the poor risk losing 
their “development rights in a climate-con-
strained world.” 

Climate change activities 
Twelve respondents were doing external work 
on adaptation (advocacy and campaigns), 
and eleven were undertaking programme-
based adaptation work. Eleven were taking 
internal action to audit and reduce their 
emissions, and ten were lobbying externally 
for cuts in greenhouse gas emissions. One 
(Médicins Sans Frontières) said it had no cli-
mate change-related activities, while Merlin 
listed only DRR work. ngos engaged only in 
humanitarian work indicated a reluctance 
to engage in what they see as political cam-
paigning on emissions. On adaptation, 11 out 
of thirteen eligible ingos said they were in-
tegrating it into their disaster response/miti-
gation work, and ten out of thirteen eligible 
respondents into their development work. 
The main focus was projects and community-
based measures to boost resilience to disas-
ters and adapt to climate change, together 
with related research. This took precedence 
over systematic climate risk management 
activities, such as portfolio screening and 
climate-proofing. 

The survey revealed considerable confu-
sion over what climate change adaptation 
means in practice. Some ngos presented 
it as interchangeable with their DRR work, 
while others argued the need to make a clear 

distinction. Christian Aid listed one goal of 
its adaptation work as “to develop a meth-
odology for the additional nature of climate 
change adaptation programmes (not just re-
badging livelihoods or DRR programmes).” 
Oxfam noted the difficulty of distinguishing 
between “existing, sometimes major, climate 
changes,” such as drought in the Sahel, and 
new trends and events that can be attributed 
to climate change as “a human-made, accel-
erating threat.” ActionAid cited a lack of clar-
ity on what work qualifies as climate change 
adaptation within related areas such as food 
security and DRR. 

funding
Ten respondents said they had financed ad-
aptation activities from existing programme 
budgets, and seven had accessed external 
grants. Seven said their adaptation work 
has been compromised by a lack of funds 
– including most respondents that are in a 
position to scale up their work. For the rest, 
financing has not been a problem, mainly 
because they are still planning or piloting 
activities. This finding suggests there may be 

less funding available for ngo adaptation 
work than widely perceived. care argued 
that some donors have earmarked significant 

amounts for adaptation but are still deciding 
how to allocate the money.

Mainstreaming 
Only five organizations said they have a policy 
of mainstreaming climate change adaptation 
across their operations (care, Mercy Corps, 
Practical Action, Tearfund and WaterAid), 
and most are in the early stages of implemen-
tation. Activities include developing climate 
risk assessment tools and guidelines for in-
tegrating adaptation into programme plan-
ning and monitoring and evaluation meth-
ods; research on best practice; and, training 
staff and partners. While mainstreaming is 
widely regarded as the right approach, sev-
eral respondents said they were still working 
out how to do it in practice. Only Christian 
Aid specified that it did not see adaptation as 
a mainstreaming agenda. 

Capacity 
Most ngos are allocating an increasing 
amount of human and financial resources 
to climate change work. Among the re-
spondents, thirteen had staff working on 

climate change, including policy coordi-
nators (seven), analysts/researchers (six) 
and campaigners (four). Five had a climate 

 ‘‘ the survey revealed considerable confusion over 
what climate change adaptation means in practice ’’
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policy team and four a climate change com-
mittee. While a small team may be ad-
equate to kick-start work at headquarters, 
the study found that insufficient capacity is 
holding back some agencies’ efforts to scale 
up adaptation and integrate it into country 
programmes. 

Practical Action cited a lack of resources in 
three areas: expanding programmes beyond 
two or three country offices; policy work; 
and, staff capacity building. The Red Cross/
Red Crescent Climate Centre also identified 

its biggest challenge as “massive capacity 
building on the widest possible scale.” Ac-
cording to Maarten van Aalst, the Centre’s 
climate specialist, the main need is to train 
staff across disciplines at national and local 
levels so they can start implementing adap-
tation in the field. He argued that the aid 
sector has yet to grasp the size and urgency 
of this task, with much discussion on tools 
and methodologies but not enough practical 
implementation. 

advocacy 
Most survey participants aim to shape pub-
lic policy on climate change. Of the eight 
with campaigns on the theme, six have cam-
paigned on adaptation and six on mitigation. 

Five ingos said they are working to raise 
the profile of adaptation in United Nations 
climate negotiations, and five are pushing 
for more international financing for adapta-
tion. Funding is becoming an increasingly 
contested issue, as the amount in the pipeline 
falls far short of what is needed. Oxfam said 
it was also advocating for just and equita-
ble adaptation, and International Alert aims 
to persuade policy makers that adaptation 
should be based on ownership by local com-
munities. A small number (including Oxfam, 

Practical Action and ActionAid) are also seek-
ing to influence governments in developing 
countries via national branches and partner 
organizations, or by strengthening local civil 
society.

where next? 
The survey also questioned ngos about the 
focus of their climate change work going for-
ward. Analysis of open responses suggested 
adaptation is more strategically important 
than mitigation for both programme and 
policy work. DRR is favoured as a way of boost-
ing resilience to weather hazards and climate 
variability. Reducing vulnerability, both in 
general and to specific weather shocks, is 
widely perceived as a ‘no regrets’ option that 

will build capacity to cope with future cli-
mate change and improve lives, irrespective 
of which climate scenarios materialize. Fewer 
organizations indicated they are planning 
activities in the area of clean development. 
Only care, Mercy Corps and Practical Action 
highlighted projects to help poor communi-
ties gain access to cleaner energy sources and 
carbon markets. If sustainable development 
is to become a reality, however, this may be an 
area that merits greater attention. 

how ‘climate smart’ are iNGos? 
Participating ingos were mapped against a 
three-phase ‘climate smart’ transition proc-
ess drawn up by Thomas Tanner and Tom 
Mitchell at the Institute of Development 
Studies, with the aim of evaluating real-world 
progress across the aid sector. Being ‘climate 
smart’ is defined as “an organization’s ability 
to manage existing and future climate risks 
while taking advantage of opportunities as-
sociated with climate change.” The key fea-
tures can be summarized as follows.
• Phase one (pioneer): Pioneers build the 

case for organizational response, drawing 
on external knowledge. Internal aware-
ness-raising and external networking are 
key. 

• Phase two (emergence): Champions draw 
in human resources and establish a vi-
sion and strategy for mainstreaming. Fo-
cus is on knowledge management and 
messaging. Internal green credentials are 
assessed.

 ‘‘ insufficient capacity is holding back some   
agencies’ efforts to scale up adaptation ’’
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• Phase three (maturity): Climate change is 
internalized and mainstreamed through-
out the organization’s mandate, strategy 
and operational plans. Top-level political 
will drives funding and activities, includ-
ing risk-screening. Knowledge is commu-
nicated to empower supporters, enable 
adaptation and make the case for political 
action. 
The findings of this research support Tan-

ner and Mitchell’s conclusion that ngos are 
at different stages in the transition to becom-
ing ‘climate smart’ and face unique chal-
lenges. The diagram below plots the year sur-
vey participants began working on climate 
change against the point they were judged to 
have reached in the transition process, as of 
the first quarter of 2008. Seven of the  sixteen 
respondents had entered the third ‘maturity’ 

phase or were moving into it, with the rest 
spread across phases one and two.

Large campaigning ngos with a broad 
relief and development mandate appear to 
be leading the pack, with humanitarian or-
ganizations – especially medical aid agen-
cies – lagging behind. There is a correlation 
between the length of time an organization 
has been working on climate change and 
the extent of its transformation. Nearly all 
ingos surveyed have set themselves on the 
path to becoming ‘climate smart’, and some 
late starters have made quite rapid progress. 
However, none have completed the process 
of mainstreaming climate change. While a 
few organizations are getting close to earn-
ing the ‘climate smart’ label, there is some 
way to go before it becomes applicable across 
the whole aid sector. 

Conclusion 
Confusion over which aid activities qualify 
as climate change adaptation has hampered 
implementation. This highlights a need for 
clearer definitions and processes to support 
decision making and learning. Re-labelling 
existing projects as ‘adaptation’ to obtain 
funding in the short-term could prove coun-
ter-productive once the effects of climate 
change become more evident and demand 
a bigger response. ingos and donors could 
help reduce this risk by working out how to 
finance activities that build resilience to cli-
mate change but might go unfunded unless 
they can be classified as pure adaptation. 

There is an urgent need for action learn-
ing on community-based adaptation, and 
ingos will be instrumental in determining 
whether adaptation follows a grassroots 
or top-down model. They should act as in-
novators for community-based adaptation 
- developing and testing tools and method-
ologies in the field and sharing their results 
with the wider aid community. Progress 
could be thwarted, however, by a poor 
grasp of how much capacity building this 
requires. Limiting adaptation work to DRR 
or failing to manage longer-term climate 
risk because of insufficient capacity and/or 
knowledge could result in decisions that ac-
tually increase vulnerability to longer-term 
climate stresses. 

Climate change appears to offer ingos 
a fresh opportunity to forge an alternative 
development vision rooted in environmen-

how ‘CliMate sMart’ are iNGos?
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tal sustainability. Justice-based advocacy on 
climate change clearly reflects an ambition 
to go beyond the technicalities of adapta-
tion and to rethink orthodox notions of de-
velopment. Yet the transformation to more 
sustainable development practices will be 
contested and complex. In the meantime, 

ingos should aim for more equitable ad-
aptation outcomes while continuing to 
address the underlying causes of climate 
change. 

Aid agencies can help build the evidence 
base on climate change by documenting 
and communicating the experiences of their 
staff, partners and beneficiaries. In this way 
they can give climate change a ‘human face’ 
and make connections between people’s 
lives, inspiring political action. ingos are 
developing a more nuanced understanding 
of poverty and climate impacts and should 
use this to prevent the ‘adaptation apart-
heid’ scenario warned of by Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu in the 2007/8 Human De-
velopment Report. Some aid agencies have 
begun investigating the adaptation needs 
of vulnerable groups such as children and 
women, and this research should be fed into 
policy processes. ingos and their partners 
could also promote greater involvement of 

local communities in planning and imple-
menting adaptation measures.

ingos are well placed to bridge the gap 
between high-level policy processes and 
communities at the sharp end of climate 
change, and should aim to facilitate the 
inclusion of marginalized groups in inter-

national negotiations. Besides calling for in-
creased adaptation financing, they should 
also push for distribution mechanisms that 
ensure funding reaches the most vulner-
able. At a national level – where developing 
country governments often lack capacity to 
respond to climate change – ingos could 
support country offices, partner organiza-
tions and civil society in identifying local 
adaptation needs and getting them onto 
the policy agenda. Conversely, they have a 
key role to play in disseminating scientific 
and technical knowledge in accessible ways. 
This will require stronger relationships with 
climate scientists and researchers. As Sal-
eemul Huq of the International Institute for 
Environment and Development argues, “We 
need a system that learns and does at the 
same time; and shares learning effectively 
in real time.” ‡
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‘maturity’, Oxfam, Practical Action and
Tearfund, visit www.oxfam.org.uk/oxfam_in_
action/issues/climate.html, www.tearfund.
org/Campaigning/Climate+change+and+ 
disasters/ and www.practicalaction.
org/?id=climatechange.

 ‘‘ confusion over which aid activities qualify as  
climate change adaptation has hampered   
implementation’’
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voluntary Carbon Markets
london, uk: 
14-10-2008 to 15-10-2008
Sponsored by EcoSecurities and First 
Climate. The third forum in a global 
series, this event will emphasize inte-
grated solutions of brand positioning, 
business development and opportuni-
ties for face-to-face networking with 
senior decision makers. 
Details: Santosh Sarma, Greenpower 
Conferences, Shakespeare House, 168 
Lavendar Hill, London SW11 5TF, UK. 
Fax: +44-2079001853 
Email: santosh.sarma@greenpower-
conferences.com
Web: www.greenpowerconferences.
com/carbonmarkets/vcm_2008.html

Carbon Market expo australasia 
2008
Gold Coast, australia: 
30-10-2008 to 31-10-2008
Australasia’s main industry-hosted 
cabon market trade fair and confer-
ence. Will include keynote speakers, 
plenary and panel sessions and work-
shops. The workshop sessions will be 
focused on specific topics and sec-
tors so as to address, in depth, issues 
on trading, markets, technologies, in-
frastructure and policy drivers. The 
trade fair will act as the other main fo-
cus for events intended to highlight 
regional products and services.  
Details: Liz Symmons, AST Manage-
ment Pty Ltd, PO Box 10508 BC, South-
port, Qld 4215, Australia. 
Fax: +61-7-55285291 
Email: secretariat@carbonexpo.com.

au 
Web: www.carbonexpo.com.au

klima 2008/Climate 2008
virtual, internet: 
03-11-2008 to 07-11-2008
The first global, virtual climate con-
ference taking place exclusively on 
the Internet. Conference languages 
will be German and English. Organ-
ized by the Faculty of Life Sciences of 
the University of Applied Sciences in 
Germany. Objectives are to develop 
synergies, to share scientific knowl-
edge and to promote cooperation 
among scientific institutions. Partici-
pation is free.  
Details: See below. 
Email: walter.leal@haw-hamburg.de
Web: www.klima2008.net

world Conference on Marine biodi-
versity
valencia, spain: 
11-11-2008 to 15-11-2008
Main aims of conference are: to re-
view the current understanding of ma-
rine biodiversity, its role in marine ec-
osystem functioning and its 
socio-economic context; to assess 
current and future threats and poten-
tial mitigation strategies for conser-
vation and regulation of marine re-
sources; and, to identify future 
research priorities. 
Details: Moira Llabres, IMEDEA 
(CSIC-UIB), Miquel Marques 21, 07190 
Esporles, Mallorca, Spain. 
Email: moira.llabres@uib.es
Web: www.marbef.org/worldconference

sireMe international exhibition 
for renewable energy & energy 
Management
paris, france: 
17-11-2008 to 19-11-2008
A major trade exhibition for renewa-
ble energy development, energy man-
agement and regional sustainable de-
velopment. Intends to provide, through 
exhibits and presentations, a compre-
hensive overview of renewable energy 
technology for producing electricity, 
heat, cooling and biofuels. 
Details: European Renewable Energy 
Council, Rue d’Arlon 63-67, B-1040 
Brussels, Belgium. 
Fax: +32-2-5461934 
Email: erec@erec.org
Web: www.erec.org

14th Conference of the parties to 
the uNfCCC & 4th Meeting of the 
parties to the kyoto protocol
poznan, poland: 
01-12-2008 to 12-12-2008
These two main meetings will coin-
cide with the 29th meetings of the UN-
FCCC’s subsidiary bodies. Alongside 
these meetings the Ad Hoc Working 
Group on Long-term Cooperative Ac-
tion will convene for its fourth session 
as well as the sixth meeting of the Ad 
Hoc Working Group on Further Com-
mitments for Annex 1 Parties under 
the Kyoto Protocol.  
Details: UNFCCC Secretariat/COP14/
COP4, PO Box 260124, D-53153 Bonn, 
Germany. 
Fax: +49-228-8151999 

Email: secretariat@unfccc.int
Web: www.unfccc.int/meetings/unfccc_
calendar/items/2655.php?year=2008

forest day: shaping the Global 
agenda for forests & Climate 
Change
bali, indonesia: 
08-12-2008 
Organized as a one day parallel event 
with COP13. Intended to generate de-
bate and dialogue on all the social, 
science, technological, human and po-
litical issues associated with forests 
and climate change. 
Details: Rachel Carmenta, Climate 
Change Research Officer, CIFOR, PO 
Box 6596 JKPWB, Jakarta 10065, Indo-
nesia. 
Fax: +62-251-622100 
Email: r.carmenta@cgiar.org
Web: www.cifor.cgiar.org/Events/COP-
ForestDay/Introducti

offshore arabia 2009
dubai, united arab emirates: 
11-01-2009 to 13-01-2009
Organizers aim to share knowledge 
and build a momentum forward to-
wards a secured global energy supply 
whilst promoting environmental 
awareness and managing the chal-
lenges of climate change. Main topics 
include: energy challenges; climate 
change; managing resources and the 
environment; sustainability; global en-
vironment and the role of govern-
ments; and, offshore and onshore pro-
tections.
Details: INDEX Conferences and Exhi-

cONfereNces

eveNts
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bitions, PO Box 13636, Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates. 
Fax: +04-3624718 
Email: index@emirates.net.ae
Web: www.offshorearabia.ae/con_top.
php

world sustainable energy days 
2009
wels, austria: 
25-02-2009 to 27-02-2009
One of the largest of European events 
focusing, each year, on energy-related 
issues. Will include the “European 
Pellet Conference” covering technolo-
gy trends and innovations, markets in 
Europe and world-wide and promotion 
and marketing amongst other themes. 
All of the events will have simultane-
ous translation into English, Italian, 
Spanish and German.
 Details: Christiane Egger, Conference 
Director, O.Oe. Energiesparverband, 
Landstrasse 45, A-4020 Linz, Austria. 
Fax: +43-732-772014383 
Email: office@esv.or.at
Web: www.esv.or.at

ecoprocura 2009: Climate Neutral 
through procurement
reykjavik, iceland: 
25-03-2009 to 27-03-2009
The 7th EcoProcura conference in-
tends to discuss how sustainable pro-
curement can support climate change 
mitigation and adaptation strategies 
without compromising on social and 
economic aspects. Aims to provide a 
forum for exchange of ideas, experi-
ences, concepts and opinions on how 

sustainable procurement can contrib-
ute to reducing greenhouse gas emis-
sions and adaptation to climate 
change.  
Details: ICLEI International Training 
Center, Leopoldring 3, D-79098 
Freiburg, Germany. 
Fax: +49-761-3689229 
Email: ecoprocura2009@iclei.org
Web: www.iclei.org/ecoprocura2009

2nd Climate Change technology 
Conference 2009
hamilton, Canada: 
12-05-2009 to 15-05-2009
CCTC2009 is a Canadian/internation-
al forum for engineers, scientists, pol-
icy advisors, industry and other stake-
holders to share and exchange new 
information and ideas for dealing with 
climate change and global warming.  
Details: Eric Williams, c/o Canoe-About 
Inc., 16 Brookview Crescent, RR#2 
Tiverton, Ontario N0G 2TO, Canada. 
Fax: +1-519-3966926 
Email: info@canoe-about.ca
Web: www.cctc2009.ca/en/index.html

iClei world Congress 2009
edmonton, Canada: 
14-06-2009 to 18-06-2009
Working theme for the congress is 
“Connecting Leaders - Advancing Lo-
cal Action for Sustainability”. Aims to 
facilitate exchange and promote ca-
pacity-building among local govern-
ments and other stakeholders who 
play leading roles in the path towards 
sustainability. Will include keynote 
presentations, reports, debates, work-

shops, networking events, site visits 
and an exhibition. 
Details: Conference Organizer, ICLEI 
International Training Centre, Leopol-
dring 3, 79098 Freiburg, Germany. 
Fax: +49-761-3689229 
Email: world.congress@iclei.org
Web: www.iclei.org/worldcongress

world Climate Conference-3 2009
Geneva, switzerland: 
31-08-2009 to 04-09-2009
Working theme of the conference is 
“Climate prediction for decision-mak-
ing: focusing on seasonal to interan-
nual time-scales, taking into account 
multi-decadal prediction”. Dates pro-
visional. 
Details: WMO, Conference Organizer, 
Case Postale 2300, CH-1211 Geneva, 
Switzerland. 
Fax: +41-22-7308181 
Email: info@wmo.ch
Web: www.wmo.ch/pages/world_cli-
mate_conference/index_en.html

behaviour, energy and Climate 
Change Conference
sacramento, usa:
16-11-08 to 19-11-08
Second annual conference focused on 
understanding the nature of individual 
and organizational behaviour and de-
cision making and using that knowl-
edge to accelerate our transition to an 
energy-efficient and low carbon econ-
omy. Conference will review recent 
behavioural research, discuss current 
and emerging policy issues, share ef-
fective program/communication strat-

egies and encourage collaboration 
across government, utility, business 
and research sectors.   
Details: American Council for an Ener-
gy-Efficient Economy, 529 14th Street 
N.W., Suite 600
Washington, D.C. 20045-1000, USA. 
Fax: +1-202-4292248
Email: info@aceee.org
Web: piee.stanford.edu/cgi-bin/htm/
Behavior/becc_conference.php

15th Conference of the parties to 
the uNfCCC & the 5th Meeting of 
the parties to the kyoto protocol
Copenhagen, denmark: 
30-11-2009 to 11-12-2009
Overarching goal is for Parties to 
agree post-Kyoto climate treaty 
framework. Meetings will coincide 
with the 31st meetings of the climate 
treaty subsidiary bodies - the Subsidi-
ary Body for Implementation and the 
Subsidiary Body for Scientific and 
Technological Advice. 
Details: UNFCCC Secretariat COP15/
MOP5, PO Box 260124, D-53153 Bonn, 
Germany. 
Fax: +49-228-8151999 
Email: secretariat@unfccc.int
Web: www.unfccc.int/meetings/unfccc_
calendar/items/2655.php?year=2009

cONfereNces
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 N
ational Adaptation Programmes of 
Action (napas) were established as 
part of the Marrakech Accords in 
2001, in recognition of the particular 
vulnerability of the Least Developed 
Countries (ldcs) to climate change. 
napas provide a process for the ldcs 

to identify, communicate and respond to 
their most urgent and immediate adaptation 
needs. As of June 2008, 38 ldcs had submit-
ted napas to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (see table 
on page 16). napa projects that have been 
submitted for funding from the Global Envi-
ronment Facility (gef) and other donors are 
being developed. 

Despite progress on the development of 
napas, the napa process has come under 
fire recently, not least because of the slow 
implementation of projects identified in the 
napa documents. This problem, however, is 
largely a functional one between countries 

and implementing agencies, rather than a 
reflection on the projects themselves. On 
the contrary, a closer look at napa projects 
submitted to the gef reveals a portfolio of 
well-designed adaptation initiatives that are 
consistent with the principles of the napa, 
including: a country-driven, bottom-up par-
ticipatory approach; actions that are consist-

ent with national and sectoral development 
plans; and, activities that reduce current cli-
mate change vulnerability whilst addressing 
poverty, environmental management and 
sustainable development. 

This article explores the potential that 
napa projects submitted for implementa-
tion have to reduce vulnerability to climate 
change. Focusing on case studies of pilot 
projects in four countries, Bangladesh, Bhu-
tan, Malawi and Sudan, this article calls for 
greater support for the final implementation 
stage of napas. While the direct benefits of 
napa projects are limited in scale and scope, 
much can be drawn from them. Full imple-
mentation of napas must be encouraged, 
evaluated and learnt from. 

Napa projects 
The range of projects presented in the napas 
is varied, both in terms of project type and 
the scale of interventions. In their report, Les-

MaiN poiNts

 the author de-
scribes four NAPA 
projects in Bangla-
desh, Bhutan, Malawi 
and Sudan, all of 
which have been sub-
mitted for funding. 
 implementing 
Napa projects can 
build LDC resilience, 
through direct project 
outcomes and 
through improving 

wider understanding, 
uptake and action on 
adaptation else-
where.   
 Napa project im-
plementation must, 
therefore, be given 
greater financial and 
institutional support, 
and implementation 
must be evaluated 
and learnt from.

Progress implementing NAPAs

Jessica Ayers describes progress towards the implementation of National   
Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs) in the Least Developed Countries
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CoMpleted CouNtrY Napas

Country
date of    
submission

Country
date of    
submission

Country
date of    
submission

bangladesh November 2005 Gambia January 2008 Niger July 2006

benin January 2008 Guinea July 2007 rwanda May 2007

bhutan May 2006 Guinea-bissau February 2008 samoa December 2005

burkina faso December 2007 haiti December 2006
sao tome and 
principe

November 2007

burundi February 2007 kiribati January 2007 senegal November 2006

Cambodia March 2007 lesotho June 2007 sierra leone June 2008

Cape verde December 2007 liberia July 2008 sudan July 2007

Central afri-
can republic

June 2008 Madagascar December 2006 tanzania September 2007 

Comoros November 2006 Malawi March 2006 tuvalu May 2007

democratic 
republic of 
Congo

September 2006 Maldives March 2008 uganda December 2007

djibouti October 2006 Mali December 2007 vanuatu December 2007

eritrea May 2007 Mauritania November 2004 zambia October 2007

ethiopia June 2008 Mozambique July 2008

sons Learned in Preparing National Adaptation 
Programmes of Action in Eastern and South-
ern Africa, Balgis Osman-Elasha and Thomas 
Downing review the database of submitted 
napa projects. They categorize the projects 
in terms of project type and project scale.

Project types include:
• awareness raising activities;
• information and research;
• capacity building and early warning sys-

tems;
• mainstreaming and incorporation into 

development plans;
• investment in changing resource manage-

ment (in specific households or regions);
• institutional reform and regulation; and,
• financial approaches and insurance. 

Project scales include:
• targeting specific vulnerable groups;
• community-based adaptation, with 

groups identified by their livelihood or 
region;

• sector-wide development, often housed in 
a relevant ministry;

• regional projects that cover more than one 
sector; and,

• national-level projects orientated towards 
policy and planning across a number of 
sectors 
Osman-Elasha and Downing show that 

most of these napa projects involve direct 
investment in adaptation actions and also 
capacity building and mainstreaming. Rela-
tively fewer are concerned primarily with 
awareness raising, information and re-

search. In terms of scale, most projects were 
at the sectoral scale, although many were at 
the community scale. This perhaps reflects 
the development agenda of line ministries 
leading each in-country napa process. 

Napa projects submitted for funding 
Eleven countries have developed a few of 
their highest priority projects into proposals 
for funding: Bangladesh, Bhutan, Burkina 
Faso, Cambodia, Cape Verde, Eritrea, Ma-

lawi, Mauritania, Niger, Samoa and Sudan. 
Projects range from community-based risk 
reduction interventions through to national 
and local-level capacity building initiatives. 
They address climate change problems in 
coastal zones, disaster risk management, 
food security, water resource management, 
health and ecosystems. Four examples from 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Malawi and Sudan are 
presented here. 
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bangladesh 
The napa project submitted by Bangladesh is 
the second in Asia, after Bhutan. The Bangla-
desh napa identifies coastal communities as 
particularly vulnerable to climate change im-
pacts such as salinity intrusion and inundation 
of coastal land as a result of sea-level rise and 
exposure to more frequent extreme climatic 
events. Indeed, without adaptation, 17.5 per 
cent of Bangladesh is likely to be submerged 
by 2030 due to climate change-induced sea-
level rise affecting low lying coastal regions and 
floodplains. This could displace six to ten mil-
lion people by 2050 and 20 million by 2100. 

Bangladesh’s priority project submitted to 
the gef for funding is entitled Strengthening 
adaptive capacities to address climate change 
threats on sustainable development strategies for 
coastal communities in Bangladesh. The project 
aims to improve the resilience of coastal popu-
lations, settlements and ecosystems in areas 
exposed to coastal hazards, through coastal 
afforestation with community participation. 

Specific project activities include: early 
warning systems for climate-related extreme 
events; community level pilot activities, such as 
mangrove and wetland restoration as part of a 
greenbelt project; and, innovative ways of secur-
ing potable water, such as rainwater harvesting 
and small surface and groundwater treatment 
facilities. Alternative climate resilient commu-
nity livelihood opportunities will be promoted. 
The project will also focus on strengthening 
institutional mechanisms to build community 
resilience. This includes awareness raising ac-

tivities and revising national and local plans to 
better integrate climate risk information into 
community and national level planning, espe-
cially plans relevant to coastal communities. 

The project is promising, both because it 
was designed with detailed stakeholder con-
sultations and because it is consistent with 
national development strategies, especially 
those for coastal areas. This will encourage 
long-term institutional buy-in for adaptation 
activities beyond the napa and longer-term 
mainstreaming of adaptation into national 
planning. 

bhutan 
Bhutan’s napa highlights the formation of 
supra-glacial lakes as a key climate change 
threat. Climate change-induced temperature 
increases are causing rapid meltdown of Hima-
layan glaciers, resulting in unsustainable water 
level increases in many of Bhutan’s glacial lakes. 
This increases the risks of lakes ‘bursting’ result-
ing in Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (glofs), 
which can be catastrophic for Bhutan’s densely 
populated valleys. 

Current disaster management policies in 
Bhutan cannot cope with the increased risks 
posed by climate change-induced glofs. The 
project submitted from Bhutan’s napa for gef 
funding seeks to enhance this capacity in a 
particularly vulnerable region of Bhutan. It is 
entitled Reducing climate change induced risks 
and vulnerabilities from Glacial Lake Outburst 
Floods in the Punakha-Wangdi and Chamkhar 
Valleys. The project reduces glof risks from 

the potentially dangerous Thorthormi glacial 
lake. It also ensures that the existing early warn-
ing system in the Punakha-Wangdi Valley is 
expanded to incorporate climate change risk 
information. 

Project components include, firstly, policy 
analysis and capacity building to improve na-
tional, regional and local capacities on climate 
resilient disaster risk management. This in-
cludes updating and synthesizing information 
on glofs, raising community awareness of 
glof risks and responses and strengthening 
district and national institutional capacities to 
reduce risk. The second component is physical 
interventions to reduce glof risks, including 
engineering and safety plans such as moni-
toring and lowering Thorthormi Lake water 
levels. The final component is reducing human 
and material losses in vulnerable communities 
in Punakha-Wangdi Valley through improved 
glof early warning systems. 

At the national level, government capacity to 
deal with additional climate-induced hazards 
and to design, implement, evaluate and repli-
cate systems for glof risk reduction and pre-
paredness should improve. The project will also 
have wider scale benefits, as lessons learned 
from this pilot will be replicated in other glof 
risk areas, both within Bhutan and elsewhere. 

Malawi 
In Malawi, climate change-associated de-
creases in rainfall are causing severe water 
shortages. Rain-fed subsistence agriculture 
dominates the country and engages more 
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than 90 per cent of the population. Extreme 
weather events linked to climate change exac-
erbate food insecurity. Currently, 60 per cent 
of the population have insecure access to food 
each year. Malawi’s napa, therefore, stresses 
how urgent it is to “improve community resil-
ience to climate change through the develop-
ment of sustainable rural livelihoods,” and 
“to improve agricultural production under 
erratic rains.” 

The priority napa project submitted for 
funding is entitled Climate Adaptation for Rural 
Livelihoods. It aims to “improve resilience to 
current climate variability and future climate 
change by developing and implementing cost 
effective adaptation strategies, policies and 
measures that will improve agricultural pro-
duction and rural livelihoods.” The project 
specifically targets climate change risks, in-
vesting in activities to improve agriculture, 
land management, natural systems and rural 
livelihoods through targeted adaptation inter-
ventions. Activities include enhancing water 
distribution, promoting irrigation efficiency, 
changing irrigation schedules, recycling wa-
ter, capturing groundwater and rehabilitat-
ing existing systems. Attention will also be 
given to water harvesting activities, including 
dam construction, dam and river catchment 
management and siltation reduction. 

These activities are consistent with Malawi’s 
poverty reduction strategies. They also feed 
into a second component of the napa project, 
which aims to create an enabling environ-
ment for climate risk management and build 

institutional capacity to support and scale-up 
activities and their longer-term impacts. 

On-the-ground adaptation activities will 
build on interventions supported by the Af-
rican Development Bank’s Smallholder Crop 
Production and Marketing Project (SCPMP), 
which aim to reduce vulnerability to existing 
climatic conditions. The napa project will, 
therefore, both enhance the robustness of the 
scpmp project and provide stand alone adap-
tation benefits, including enhanced integra-
tion of adaptation into national and sectoral 
planning and wider learning on adaptation in 
semi-arid areas.

sudan 
Average annual temperatures in Sudan are 
likely to increase by between 0.8 and 1.7 de-
grees Celsius by 2030, accompanied by in-
creasing rainfall variability and decreasing 
annual rainfall amounts. These will signifi-
cantly affect food security in Sudan, a country 

where water resources are already limited and 
soil fertility is low. The Sudanese napa priori-
tizes adaptation options that focus on agricul-
ture. It recognizes farmers who use traditional 
rain-fed techniques and pastoralists as among 
the most vulnerable to climate risks. 

The project selected for submission to the 
gef is entitled Implementing NAPA priority in-

terventions to build resilience in the agriculture 
and water sectors to the adverse impacts of cli-
mate change in Sudan. The project aims to im-
plement an urgent set of measures amongst 
small-scale farmers and pastoralists that will 
minimize and reverse their food insecurity 
resulting from climate change, including vari-
ability, and enhance their adaptive capacity. It 
focuses on three areas: water resources man-
agement, rain-fed agricultural production 
and rangeland productivity. The project also 
aims to promote the mainstreaming of short-
term climate risks into policy and planning 
frameworks, enhance institutional capac-
ity building and implement monitoring and 
evaluation systems. 

Project components include, firstly, imple-
menting pilot adaptation measures in demon-
stration sites, with activities such as rainwater 
harvesting, improved irrigation techniques, 
climate resilient cropping systems and liveli-
hood diversification in five high risk areas. 

The second project component is building na-
tional and local adaptive capacities in the ag-
ricultural sector, through early warning and 
climate risk management systems at central 
and local levels, training on climate risk man-
agement tools and revising agricultural poli-
cies and practices to incorporate climate risk 
information. A third component is knowledge 

 ‘‘ it is vital that NAPA projects receive the financial 
and institutional support they require ’’
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management to ensure lessons learned are bet-
ter understood and emerging best practices are 
captured, drawn on and scaled up to support 
countrywide efforts. 

The Sudanese project emphasizes learning 
from pilot activities to inform future adapta-
tion actions, because according to the napa, no 
specific adaptation work is currently underway 
in Sudan. Implementing the priorities identi-
fied in the napa, therefore, represents a sig-
nificant opportunity for Sudan to take action 
on adaptation and integrate evidence-based 
lessons on adaptation into national planning. 

Conclusions 
The projects described above respond to ur-
gent and immediate adaptation needs, pri-
oritizing the most vulnerable communities 
and seeking to build institutional capacities 
on adaptation. Of course, napa projects are 
few and far between compared to the scale 
of the problem faced by all ldcs and addi-
tional adaptation and development support 
is needed on a much greater scale. For exam-
ple, the napa portfolio lacks any projects 
that focus on the institutional or structural 
reform of financial mechanisms needed to 
achieve effective adaptation at any reason-
able scale. This is not, however, a failure of 
the napa process, because napa guidelines 
emphasize urgent action rather than strate-
gic development planning. On the contrary, 
napa teams have responded well to their 
remit and projects identified in the napas, 
although small-scale and limited in scope, 

describe potentially effective solutions to 
some urgent and immediate ldc adaptation 
needs. It is vital that napa projects receive 
the financial and institutional support they 
require, from donors, governments and cli-
mate change institutions, given that: 
• projects respond to urgent needs so it is 

important funding is received quickly;
• projects have already been identified and are 

at varying stages of design. It is important for 
the ldcs that this long and much fought-for 
process is not wasted;

• projects are country-owned and already 
have national support. They have under-
gone participatory identification and design 
processes involving many stakeholders;

• projects are consistent with national devel-
opment plans. This encourages mainstream-
ing and the scaling up of activities;

• project outcomes can feed into much needed 
evidence-based learning on how to actually 
do adaptation; and, 

• although more strategic and programmatic 
National Adaptation Plans are needed in 
developing countries, napas can provide a 
basis on which to develop these. 
Implementing napa projects can help 

build ldc resilience. This is partly through 
direct project outcomes, but more signifi-
cantly through the potential to catalyse wider 
understanding, uptake and action on adapta-
tion both by the ldcs and the international 
community. napa project implementation 
must, therefore, be supported, evaluated and 
learnt from.  ‡
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further iNforMatioN
 In the Cyberlibrary:  
Issue 65 of Tiempo was a special issue on  
NAPAs and can be downloaded at  
www.tiempocyberclimate. org/portal/ 
bulletin.htm. 

 on the web:  
The 2007 European Capacity Building Initia-
tive report, Lessons Learned in Preparing Na-
tionalAdaptation Programmes of Action in-
Eastern and Southern Africa, by Balgis 
Osman-Elasha and Thomas Downing can be
downloaded at www.eurocapacity.
org/public/publications.html.
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News
CarboN levels

the latest global 
data show that the 
growth in atmos-
pheric carbon levels 
continues to acceler-
ate. 

“This new update of the 
carbon budget shows the 
acceleration of both car-
bon dioxide emissions 
and atmospheric accumu-
lation are unprecedented 
and most astonishing 
during a decade of in-
tense international devel-
opments to address cli-
mate change,” 
commented Pep Canadell 
of the Global Carbon 
Project. Emissions 
growth over the period 
2000-2007 was four times 
faster than in the previ-
ous decade. 
 
Read more: 
www.tiempocyberclimate.
org/newswatch/archive/ 
arweek081012.htm

Meat

a meat-eating diet 
results in almost 
twice as much 
greenhouse gas 
emissions as a vege-
tarian diet, accord-
ing to a new study 
from the institute for 
ecological economy 
research in berlin.

“The cow is a climate 
bomb,” warns Thilo Bode 
of Foodwatch. Producing 
a kilo of beef generates 
almost three times the 
emissions generated in 
raising a kilo of pork. 
Meat should become a 
luxury food once more. 
The study concludes that, 
overall, the worst source 
of agricultural emissions, 
making up 30 per cent of 
the total, is the draining 
of wetlands, as a result of 
the carbon released from 
the soil. 

Read more: 
www.tiempocyberclimate.
org/newswatch/archive/ 
arweek080907.htm 

eMissioNs

a Greenhouse   
development rights 
framework has been 
proposed that would 
allow poorer coun-
tries to continue  
developing while 
contributing to 
greenhouse gas 
emissions reduc-
tions without any 
substantial effect on 
their economies. 

Affluent nations, as well 
as taking on responsibili-
ty for the bulk of emis-
sions reductions, would 
subsidize emissions con-
trols and adaptive meas-
ures in the poorer nations 
with low emissions. The 
plan has been developed 
by EcoEquity and the 
Stockholm Environment 
Institute. 

Read more: 
www.tiempocyberclimate.
org/newswatch/archive/ 
arweek080803.htm

CleaN eNerGY

during 2007, new  
investment in clean 
energy reached 
nearly us$150 bil-
lion, a rise of 60 per 
cent on the previous 
year. achim steiner, 
head of the united 
Nations environ-
ment programme, 
described the trend 
as “nothing less than 
a fundamental trans-
formation of the 
world’s energy infra-
structure.” 

Wind energy gained most 
of the new funding, over 
US$50 billion, whilst solar 
power gained almost 
US$30 billion. With 31 gi-
gawatts of new installed 
generation, sustainable 
energy accounted for al-
most a quarter of new 
power capacity globally. 

Read more: 
www.tiempocyberclimate.
org/newswatch/archive/ 
arweek080810.htm

daMaGe

a british jury has  
accepted that six 
campaigners had a 
“lawful excuse” in 
causing more than 
£35,000 worth of 
damage to a coal-
fired power station 
to prevent greater 
damage caused by 
climate change. 

James Hansen of the Na-
tional Aeronautics and 
Space Administration in 
the United States testi-
fied at the trial regarding 
the dangers posed by glo-
bal warming and called 
for a moratorium on all 
coal-fired power stations. 
“This verdict marks a tip-
ping point for the climate 
change movement,” com-
mented defendant Ben 
Stewart from Green-
peace. 

Read more: 
www.tiempocyberclimate.
org/newswatch/archive/ 
arweek081005.htm

News
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what contribution can social scien-
tists make to climate science and, 
at a broader level, to society’s re-
sponse to the issues of climate var-
iability and climate change?
Humans are now an integral part of the physi-
cal global climate system. A thousand years 
ago that was not the case. Today, however, 
our industrial processes, and our land use 
activities and impacts are influencing the at-
mospheric chemistry and processes at the re-
gional to global levels. In a way, we are like sea 
ice, forests and deserts in that we can identify 
our influences on the atmosphere. Therefore, 
social scientists must be considered as an in-
tegral part of the climate research community 
and not apart from it. The social sciences’ con-
tributions to climate research are no longer 
just to be tolerated. They must be embraced 
by the climate research community. They can 
also provide critical insights to the physical 
sciences about the kinds of research findings 

that are needed by decision makers in a wide 
range of socio-economic sectors of society. 

Science has progressed since the 1960s. It 
used to be ‘science for the sake of science’. 
From the 1970s to the 1990s, there was a shift 
to ‘science for the people’. Today, I believe it 
has shifted to ‘science with the people’. The 
physical sciences always needed the social sci-
ences to further their research but now they 
need them more than ever. And there are many 
examples of successful collaboration, coop-

eration and integration among the physical 
and social sciences and the humanities, more 
so today than a couple of decades ago.

MaiN poiNts

 Mickey Glantz 
discusses the role  
of social scientists  
in improving under-
standing of the  
climate issue. 
 he emphasizes 
the need for greater 
collaboration be-
tween social and 

physical scientists.  
 his new Consor-
tium for Capacity 
Building at the Uni-
versity of Colorado, 
Boulder, in the United 
States, will provide 
important training  
opportunities.

Tiempo Interview: Mickey Glantz

Mickey Glantz discusses the role of social science in climate research and the  
development of policy
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Much of your work has been in sup-
port of developing countries. what 
are the major challenges for scien-
tists and policy makers right now in 
these countries?
I believe that there is considerable expertise 
in developing countries on climate-society-
environment interactions. I think that the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(ipcc) process over the years has helped 
to improve climate knowledge and exper-
tise throughout many parts of the so-called 
Third World. The problem lies with the North 
in that it continues to treat developing coun-
try scientists in general as junior partners 
always in need of more training. What the 
developing countries need is access to funds 
that they can use to foster in a major way 
South to South cooperation and interac-
tions. They lack in general the needed re-
sources to come together when they want 
to interact. Usually, the North is somehow 
involved and controlling the purse strings 
and, therefore, the agendas.

have you any comment on the man-
ner in which the ipCC is taking ac-
count of the insights of social sci-
ence? social scientists do seem to 
have had much more of a voice in 
the latest two assessments.
Following the Fourth ipcc Assessment in 
April 2007  I believe that the climate research 
community won the proverbial battle. People, 
corporations and governments seem to have 

either accepted that human activities are af-
fecting global climate or that it is no longer 
worth their efforts to fight the advocates who 
argue that the Earth’s atmosphere is warming 
at alarming rates and to dangerous levels for 
ecosystems and societies. However, by win-
ning that battle, climate science has become 
now less urgent. The climate problem is now a 
mitigation and adaptation problem. Working 
Group 2 on impacts and adaptation deserves 
more attention and funding than has been 
the case in the past, and that would include 
more support for those involved in research-
ing the interface between natural and social 
processes.

There is a call to use some of the ipcc Nobel 
Prize funds for fellowships for postgraduate 
and advanced students in developing coun-
tries. There does not seem to be any appre-
ciable concern about providing such fund-
ing for those interested in social science and 
humanities-related aspects of climate change, 
just the physical, chemical  and biological 
sciences. Moreover, there is no mention of sup-
port for undergraduates in developing coun-
tries. Yet, undergraduates are in the midst of 
selecting their lifelong careers. Exposing them 
to climate, water and weather issues gives 
them glimpses of alternative career possibili-
ties. In addition, undergraduates are but a few 
years away from being in the workforce and 
involved in government, corporate or other 
decision-making processes. They provide con-
siderable value for money invested in improv-
ing climate knowledge of potential leaders.

over the past 35 years, Mickey, 
you’ve pioneered the incorporation 
of social science concerns into cli-
mate research. how much of a per-
sonal battle has it been, working in a 
stronghold of the physical sciences?
It has been a struggle doing social science 
research at the National Center for Atmos-
pheric Research (ncar) ever since the early 
days. Social science efforts are clearly viewed 
as less important than physical science ac-
tivities. They have been second-class citi-
zens, despite words to the contrary. Social 
science efforts at ncar never received sig-
nificant funding. We had to do the best we 
could with what we were given. 

I went to ncar in July 1974 as a postdoc-
toral fellow and political scientist, but soon 
reverted to the more general label of social 
scientist as I began to research multifaceted 
environmental issues related to the climate 
system: drought, flood, fire, deforestation, 
desertification, El Niño and famines. At first 
I got to work for, and with, Dr Walter Orr 
Roberts, the founder of ncar. He was great, 
the best mentor and boss I have had in 34 
years there. It was exciting in that it was a 
new focus for me. Walt Roberts gave me part 
of his climate grant to look at the value of 
a long-range forecast for the West African 
Sahel and for the spring wheat region in 
the Prairie Provinces of Canada. It was good 
timing for me. In the early 1970s, there was 
a renewed interest in climate impacts be-
cause of the global food crisis then. It was 
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also a couple of years after the United Na-
tions Stockholm Conference on the Human 
Environment. Before shifting to climate im-
pacts research, I had studied and researched 
violent political revolutions and specifically 
focused on the Portuguese colonial wars. 
Those wars were drawing to a close by the 
middle of the 1970s. 

There were a few breakthroughs from 
a personal standpoint. I was allowed to 
organize a conference in 1977 on ‘Multidisci-
plinary Aspects related to the Atmospheric 
Sciences’. I was appointed the head of the 
Environmental and societal Impacts Group 
in 1979. That allowed me to invite social sci-
entists to ncar and to develop an advisory 
committee that was involved in the social 
aspects of climate and weather issues. With 
support from various United Nations agen-
cies, especially the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (unep), we were able to 
develop the Network Newsletter to identify a 
community of people, at first in North Amer-
ica and then internationally, interested in 
climate-related impacts research, applica-
tion and outreach. 

Another breakthrough in the 1970s was 
to help to focus attention on the politics of 
so-called natural disasters such as droughts.
To the mid-1970s, it seemed that most blame 
for impacts of climate anomalies was fo-
cused on the physical effects of a drought 
or tropical storm, for example, neglecting 
the human dimension. The need to study 
more closely the interactions among cli-

mate, human activities and environment 
was elevated to a new heightened level of 
visibility, showing that situations like the 
Bengal famine of 1943 was really not unique 
in its occurrence.

After the 1970s, it became fairly lonely 
as a social scientist at ncar. I had to rely 
on meetings and discussions with social 
scientists off-site at universities and in gov-
ernment agencies. The computer, though, 
eventually made it a lot easier to network 
and be more interactive with others around 
the globe in real time. I should add that I 
could not have completed so many projects 
if it had not been for the great support that I 
had from my close co-workers and assistants 
at ncar, such as D Jan Stewart, editor of the 
Network Newsletter.

The bottom line, though, is that there 
are only a few social scientists at ncar at 
present out of a few hundred other scien-
tists. There is only one, myself, who made 

it to the highest rank of senior scientist. 
In 2009, after I have left, there will be no 
senior scientist from the social sciences left 
in the place. This situation is why I wrote a 
recent editorial pleading with the ncar and 
the management at the National Science 
Foundation to tear down the invisible wall 
between the physical and social sciences 
(www.fragilecologies.com).

how much support have you had 
over the years?
Overall, I have to say that it is unlikely that 
I could have done all of the research and 
outreach activities I set out to do in any other 
place. ncar’s base funding for salary and 
travel, for example, allowed me to address 
controversial, unpopular or neglected physi-
cal, biological and social science issues re-
lated to climate, water and weather. I was able 
to supplement the base funding for myself 
and a few other social science colleagues with 

CoNsortiuM for CapaCitY buildiNG

The Rockefeller Founda-
tion and the University of 
Colorado, Boulder, have 
announced that the Center 
for Capacity Building, re-
named the Consortium for 
Capacity Building (CCB), 
will move from the National 
Center for Atmospheric 
Research to the university 
under an initial US$1 mil-

lion, two-year grant. “The 
Rockefeller Foundation is 
proud to support the Con-
sortium for Capacity Build-
ing, one of today’s leading 
climate change research 
and teaching institutions,” 
said Judith Rodin, the 
Foundation’s president. 
“This single grant will 
equip hundreds - and even-

tually thousands - of schol-
ars and practitioners with 
the scientific tools to un-
derstand and address the 
effects of the global cli-
mate crisis. It will also add 
CCB to the Foundation’s 
growing network of part-
ners in Africa, Asia, and 
around the world.”
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funds from various United Nations agencies 
(especially unep, the World Meteorological 
Organization and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization) and agencies in the United 
States for workshops, conferences and field 
trips on a wide range of climate-related top-
ics. However, life at ncar has not been per-
fect. For example, for some time I have been 
thinking about whether I am ‘of’ ncar or 
‘from’ ncar. Most of the intellectual stimu-
lus really comes from outside the organiza-
tion even though I wanted to be an integral 
part of it. Throughout the years, especially 
since the mid-1980s, I have felt there was 
no leadership at ncar that appreciated the 
societal side of atmospheric science. My net-
work of support was outside the institution. 
Inside the institution, however, I was able 
to receive valuable education and training 
through various science mentors about the 
physical-climate system.

The most support I have had came in the 
1970s, and again in the past few years with 
the creation and elevation of social science 
efforts to the laboratory level, equal to a sci-
ence laboratory. That only lasted a few years 
as the social science lab was disbanded in 
May 2008 for alleged budgetary reasons, 
though I suspect anti-social science bias 
played a part. About three months later, my 
Center for Capacity Building was dissolved, 
yet another blow to ncar’s social science 
activities. These actions suggest that ncar 
does not now see societal aspects of its phys-
ical science research as an integral part of its 

‘core’ activities, that is, the modeling of the 
Earth’s atmosphere, a computing facility 
and an aircraft facility. If what the managers 
are now saying is valid, all other activities at 
ncar are susceptible to budget cuts.

A couple of years ago I started to jot down 
notes about my observations about social 
science in the midst of a physical science in-
stitution. I gave it a working title of “A Perfect 
Job in an Imperfect Place”, the point being I 
was able to accomplish more than a career’s 
worth of work in an organization that was 
not as supportive as it should or could have 
been. My job was perfect in that I had consid-
erable autonomy to identify and pursue re-
search and outreach issues of my choosing. 
I was able to work within the rules without 
breaking them. Sometimes, I stretched the 
rules to their outer limits though I never 
broke them! But a mismatch developed be-
tween the goals of the organization after 
the mid-1980s or so. Now, at a time when 
the mantra of society has become ‘science 
with the people’, it seems that the mantra of 
ncar is still focused on science for the sake 
of science, the institution’s written state-
ments to the contrary notwithstanding.

thank you for your time, Mickey. i’d 
like, on behalf of our readers, to 
wish you all the best in your future 
activities.

about the iNterviewee
 Mickey Glantz is a social 
scientist, interested in how cli-
mate affects society and how 
society affects climate, espe-
cially in quality of life issues. 
After 35 years, he is soon to 
leave the National Center for 
Atmospheric Research and 
establish the Consortium for 
Capacity Building at the near-
by University of Colorado, 
Boulder, in the United States.

CoNtaCt
 Michael H Glantz,  Institute for Arctic 
and Alpine Research, University of  
Colorado, Campus Box 450, 1560 30th St, 
Boulder, Colorado 80309 0450, USA.
email: michael.glantz@colorado.edu;  
mickeyglantz@hotmail.com
web: www.fragilecologies.com;  
www.ccb.colorado.edu

further iNforMatioN
 on the web: Mickey Glantz has pub-
lished a number of commentaries on the 
Fragile Ecologies website at   
www.fragilecologies.com.

24    Tiempo   Issue 69   October 2008



News

french tiempo launched
tieMpo afrique

The editors of Tiempo have long recognized 
the need to provide information on climate 
change and development in other languag-
es. But now, with the confluence of addition-
al funding from the Swedish International 
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) 
and capacity in the form of Environnement 
et Développement du Tiers Monde (enda), 
the opportunity has arrived for providing a 
French version of Tiempo, targeted to a West 
African audience. 

The vulnerability of the world’s Least De-
veloped Countries to climate change is widely 
acknowledged. Several of these countries are 
located in French-speaking West Africa. They are at a particular disadvantage because the 

majority of information on climate change 
is only available in English. And yet, without 
accurate information available on climate 
change, policy makers cannot be expected 
to make informed policy decisions and plan 
effectively for a climate constrained future. 
The problem of languages is not limited to 
the availability of written materials. Much 
of the negotiations under the official United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change are conducted in sessions where 
translation from English is unavailable. For 

countries that already struggle to negoti-
ate against the well-resourced negotiating 
teams from wealthier nations, this adds yet 
another challenge. 

Material in Tiempo Afrique will include 
both articles translated from the English 
language version of Tiempo and articles 
sourced and commissioned of particular 
relevance to the region. In time, material 
published in Tiempo Afrique will also be 
translated and published in the English ver-
sion of Tiempo. 

further iNforMatioN  
The first issue of Tiempo Afrique will be pub-
lished in October 2008. Authors wishing to 
submit articles for future issues should con-
tact Djimingué Nanasta on dnanasta@yahoo.
fr and Nogoye Thiam at nogoyet@yahoo.com 
with suggestions. If you are living in a devel-
oping country or working on climate and de-
velopment issues then you can request a free 
subscription to the quarterly printed bulletin, 
Tiempo Afrique, by contacting Nogoye Thiam, 
Djimingué Nanasta or Nathalie Koffi by email 
at enda.energy@orange.sn, by post at ENDA 
TM, Programme Energie, Environnement, 
Développement, 54, rue Carnot - BP 3370, 
Dakar, Sénégal, or by fax at +221-33-8217595.

04 PROGRAMMES D’ACTION NATIONAUX D’ADAPTATION
 Leçons apprises en Afrique
08  DÉVELOPPEMENT 
 Technologies pour l’adaptation
16  COMPTE-RENDU D’UN ATELIER
 L’adaptation communautaire

Un bulletin sur le climat et le développement                       octobre 2008

#01

L’adaptation: 
une priorité pour l’Afrique

the tiempo afrique team       Photo: © Richard Clay
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News

focus on accra
dateliNe

the latest round of climate negotia-
tions took place in Ghana in august 
2008. Newswatch editors sarah 
Granich and Mick kelly report.

Opening the Accra Climate Change Talks, John 
Agyekum Kufuor, president of Ghana, called for 
an “international deal... in which developing 
countries commit to plan for climate resilient 
development. In return the international com-
munity should commit to provide adequate, 
predictable, long-term funding and support 
in terms of technology transfer and capacity 
building.” The Accra meeting is the latest stage 
in the development of strengthened long-term 
action on climate change. Agreement needs 
to be reached by the time of the Copenhagen 
meeting in December 2009. “The clock is tick-
ing,” Kufuor warned. “We need to be pragmatic 
and move beyond rhetoric to make progress as 
we move towards Copenhagen.”

In his opening address, Yvo de Boer, execu-
tive secretary of the Framework Convention 
on Climate Change Secretariat, noted that Af-
rica is “the climate change regimes’s forgotten 
continent,” with a limited number of Clean De-
velopment Mechanism projects and relatively 

low funding from the Global Environment Fa-
cility. “If this meeting can be a step towards the 
design of a regime that helps Africa to achieve 
clean economic growth and deal with the 
impacts of climate change through effective 
mechanisms that deliver on finance, technol-
ogy and capacity building, you will have done 
very important work here,” he continued.

Agreement does seem likely on the inclu-
sion of deforestation-related measures in any 
post-Kyoto framework, backed by a new fi-
nancial mechanism. The possibility of sector-
specific emissions reduction targets, aimed at 
high-polluting industries, was a major focus 
of discussion in Accra. It has been agreed that 
developing countries will not have to accept 
binding sectoral targets, though voluntary 
sectoral initiatives may be included in an up-
graded Clean Development Mechanism. The 
developing nations continued to resist pres-
sure to expand the number of countries cov-
ered by binding emissions reduction targets.

The European Union was heavily criticized 
for not committing additional funds to assist 
the developing country response to climate 
change as the Accra climate change talks came 
to a close. “A serious and equitable response... 
will require rich countries to pay billions in 
public funds to help poor countries develop 

in a sustainable, low carbon manner. So why 
has the European Union, which likes to claim 
global leadership in the response to climate 
change, turned up with empty pockets again?” 
asked Nelson Muffuh, adviser to Christian Aid, 
speaking on behalf of a number of African non-
governmental organizations. The World Bank 
announced recently that developing countries 
would require 170 billion US dollars between 
now and the year 2030 to mitigate and adapt 
to climate change.

Long-standing obstacles remained firmly in 
place at the Accra talks. The United States, for 
example, continues to refuse to accept binding 
emissions targets and this position is unlikely 
to change before the presidential elections 
later this year. Japan, Canada, Russia and Aus-
tralia were also accused of stalling tactics. Nev-
ertheless, de Boer is confident that progress is 
being made. “Governments are very commit-
ted to this process. I feel sure that the train will 
reach Copenhagen as planned,” he said.

The next negotiations will take place in 
Poznan, Poland, in December 2008.

 further information: The Tiempo Climate 
Cyberlibrary’ provides coverage of current  
climate events at www.cru.uea.ac.uk/tiempo/
newswatch/.
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 P
oor nations will suffer most from 
climate change, in part because of 
heavy reliance on climate-sensitive 
sectors such as agriculture and fish-
ing. Up to 30 per cent of Namibia’s 
Gross Domestic Product (gdp), for 
example, depends on the environ-

ment.
Ironically, poor nations 

have contributed least to cli-
mate change. Namibia was 
estimated to be a net carbon 
dioxide sink in 1994 due to 
uptake by trees. 

Namibia’s advanced Natural 
Resource Accounts (nra) help 
to evaluate the contribution of 
the environment to national 
wealth by developing ‘satellite’ accounts for 
natural assets such as fish and forests. nra 
data can be fed into conventional national 
economic accounts - a clear advantage for 
policy makers in natural resource depend-
ent economies. 

Feeding nra data into a model reveals 
that under a best-case scenario, agricul-

tural impacts would be partly offset by im-
proved water distribution, there would be 
no impact on fisheries and Namibia’s gdp 
would fall by roughly one per cent. Under 
a worst-case scenario, reduced agricultural 
and fishing outputs means the gdp could 
fall by almost six per cent over 20 years. 

These estimates, however, only 
consider agriculture and fish-
eries. They ignore impacts on 
the health, infrastructure and 
energy sectors that will also be 
significant. 

Combining nra data with 
Namibia’s Social Accounting 
Matrix shows that climate 
change impacts will hit the 
poor hardest. Even under the 

best-case scenario, subsistence farming will 
be sharply reduced. In the worst-case sce-
nario for agriculture, labour intensive live-
stock farming is hit hard. While high-value 
irrigated crop production could thrive, it 
creates few jobs. Thus, even under the best-
case scenario, a quarter of Namibians would 
need to find new livelihoods. Displaced rural 

populations could move to cities causing in-
comes for unskilled labour to fall by 12 to 24 
per cent. Income distribution in Namibia is 
already one of the most uneven in the world 
and this inequality is likely to increase.

Nations such as Namibia cannot afford to 
ignore the contribution of the environment 
to national wealth in the face of climatic 
shifts. Along with ‘climate-proofed’ policies 
and activities, Namibia needs a strategy 
to deal with displaced farmers and farm-
workers. Industrialized nations, who are 
most responsible for climate change, must 
help Namibia and other vulnerable coun-
tries cope with the impacts and plan for a 
climate-constrained future.

Climate change costs in Namibia

the fiNal word

James MacGregor 
quantifies the costs 
of climate change 
on Namibia’s  
natural resource 
dependent economy 
and people

James MacGregor is a re-
searcher with the Environmental 
Economics Programme at the 
International Institute for  
Environment and Development 
in London, UK. 
email: james.macgregor@iied.




