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Climate Change: Adapt for the Future, not the Past

unding for developing coun-
F tries to address global warm-

ing is grossly inadequate.
Very little finance given is for
adaptation to climate change, the
urgent need of countries most ad-
versely affected. Also, adaptation
needs to be forward-looking rather
than only addressing accumulated
problems.

Suicide Pact?

Climate change poses an exis-
tential threat, especially to poor
countries with little means to
adapt. Rich countries’ failure to
deliver promised financial support
has only made things worse. CO-
VID-19 dealt another knock-out
blow, worsened by rich countries’
‘health apartheid’.

The COP26 deal was undoubtedly
a ‘historically shameful derelic-
tion of duty’ and ‘nowhere near
enough to avoid climate disaster’.
Glasgow’s failure showed up lack
of real progress and inadequate
policy responses. Worse, no signif-
icant new resources came with the
‘Glasgow Suicide Pact’.

The United Nations Confer-
ence on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD)’s Trade and Develop-
ment Report 2021 lamented rich
countries’ unwillingness to ad-
dress the grave challenges that
faced developing countries. After
all, Agenda 2030 for Sustainable
Development was in_trouble even
before COVID-19.

Climate policy responses in-
volve both mitigation and adapta-
tion. Mitigation seeks to reduce
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
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through more efficient energy use,
and by using renewable energy
instead of fossil fuels. Adaptation
involves strengthening resilience
and protection to minimise adverse
effects on human lives.

National adaptation needs get far
less international funding than mit-
igation for the world. Thus, poor
countries struggle alone, address-
ing global warming mainly caused
by others. Adaptation challenges
are also wide-ranging, due to vary-
ing country vulnerabilities.

Risky Approach to Risk

Governments have been advised to
reduce vulnerability to shocks by
improving data and risk assessment.
Most measures to strengthen resil-
ience use conventional financial risk
management methods. These seek
to better protect existing assets, and
to provide temporary financial sup-
port when shocks happen.

Climate adaptation is thus ad-
dressed via disaster risk assess-
ment, early warning systems, im-
proved ecosystem management
and better social safety nets. But
the approach barely distinguishes
climate change from other risks.

Relying on past experience, the
conventional approach is hardly

forward-looking in addressing
new challenges. Recommended
measures tend to deploy scarce re-
sources to address past and current
effects of climate change.

Focusing on current vulnerabilities
enables adapting to extant climate
threats. This may provide some
temporary resilience and relief. But
it does not prepare for new threats.
Thus, the approach ignores future
problems, not providing much pro-
tection from or reducing vulner-
ability to emerging threats.

Counting on pricing and other mar-
ket techniques for climate adapta-
tion risk assessment is also limit-
ing. The approach tends to focus
on what is predictable and incre-
mental, rather than on what is more
uncertain and systemic.

With its roots in financial risk man-
agement, the approach favours re-
turning to some assumed norms of
normality and stability. It thus re-
jects considering new possibilities,
including a more dynamic approach
to sustainable transformation.

Furthermore, returning to ‘normal’
for many communities implies ex-
ploitation and precarity. Preserva-
tion and coping are also favoured
by the approach. Typically, these
are hardly enough to address the
complex challenges faced. Worse,
they may inadvertently cause mal-
adaptation.

Avoid Maladaptation

A transformative approach to cli-
mate risk is needed instead. The
only lasting solution may be to
reduce developing countries’ reli-
ance on climate-sensitive activities,
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such as cattle breeding, through far-
reaching changes to create more re-
silient economies.

This requires moving away from
de-risking in favour of a more in-
tegrated and systemic approach
to diversify economies for greater
resilience. More diversified econo-
mies are more supportive of sus-
tainable development and much
less vulnerable or likely to be dis-
rupted by external shocks.

In recent years, this has been clear
from the greater vulnerability of
primary export-dependent econo-
mies to economic shocks originat-
ing elsewhere. But it is also true of
climate shocks. Thus, climate adap-
tation requires a new vision of com-
mon goals, instead of merely avoid-
ing risks and worst-case scenarios.

Diversification Crucial

Thus, climate adaptation in the
global South needs to be addressed
through development. Moving from
de-risking to diversification requires
a developmental state committed to
‘green’ industrial policy—involving
investment and technology to do so.

Diversification involves two cu-
mulative processes working in
tandem. First, shifting from pri-
mary production to manufacturing
and higher-value services. Second,
moving resources from less to
more capital-intensive activities.

Developing countries have to pur-
sue sustainable development, keep-
ing emissions and resource con-
sumption within ecological limits.
This requires economic diversifica-
tion, raising productivity and im-
proving social conditions.

Such new transformation strate-
gies must recognise ecological and
climate constraints. Developing-
country policymakers have limited
means to address such challenges.
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With uneven ‘neoliberal’ globalisa-
tion, they are also handicapped by
institutional weaknesses, such as in

mobilising domestic resources.

Multilateralism Key

Some rich countries—such as the
UK and Australia—have cut their
aid budgets and not deployed their
unused Special Drawing Rights to
help developing countries. They
have done little to encourage pri-
vate creditors to enable developing
countries to invest to develop out
of the multiple crises they face.

Thus far, measures for debt relief
have been very modest and grossly
inadequate, ‘kicking the can down
the road’. Deferring debt simply
means that loans are due to be paid
later, as compound interest accu-
mulates. Meanwhile, debt burdens
continue to grow.

The UNCTAD report warns that
measly climate funding is acceler-
ating global warming, undermin-
ing prospects for decarbonising
the world. It highlights the need
for proactive multilateralism and
support for developing countries to
address the climate- and pandemic-
induced crises.

‘Global challenges clearly require
multilateral responses’. But only the
IMF had provided some real relief
by cancelling debt service obliga-
tions for twenty-eight countries—
worth USD 727 million—between
April 2020 and October 2021.

The end of the first Cold War under-
mined the felt need for UN-led mul-
tilateralism. If US President Biden
really seeks to emulate President
Roosevelt, he can begin by reviving
the UN-led multilateralism that FDR
envisaged, instead of recklessly pur-
suing the new Cold War favoured
by neoconservatives in his team.
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