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Abstract  
 
The impacts of climate change persist with escalating intensity. The world’s poorest nations are 
disproportionately vulnerable. The 2015 ‘Paris deadline’ for a new, global agreement on climate 
change is fast approaching. Intense negotiations persist en route to the twentieth Conference of 
Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, set to take place in Lima in 
December 2014, where a draft text must emerge. A successful post–2015 climate change agreement 
necessarily entails serious treatment of both mitigation of climate change and adaptation to its 
impacts. To solely focus on mitigation is to forsake the world’s climate vulnerable peoples and risks 
exacerbation of the negotiating impasse between developed and developing nation Parties, which is 
a central impediment to global ambition. Thus, as the centerpiece of the new agreement, ‘intended 
nationally determined contributions’ submitted by Parties should contain pledges with respect to 
mitigation efforts and also adaptation efforts.  
 

Recommendations  
 

1. INDCs should encompass adaptation so that adaptation is addressed in political parity with 
mitigation.  
 

2. Adaptation contributions and mitigation contributions require disparate procedural 
frameworks.  

 
3. Adaptation contributions cannot be offered in lieu of mitigation contributions. 

 
4. An adaptation registry should be established to centrally log adaptation needs, showcase 

successful adaptation assistance and to highlight inaction. 
 

Introduction  
 
Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) are negotiating 
an international agreement to limit the rise of the global average temperature to below 2°C above 
pre-industrial levels.1 The Ad Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action (ADP) 
has committed to achieve a draft text by 2015.2 At the time of writing this paper, the ADP has 
completed the sixth part of its second session (ADP 2–6).  The seventh part of its second session 
(ADP 2-7) will occur in conjunction with the Lima COP in December 2014.  
 
The Warsaw decision in November 2013 invited all Parties to ‘initiate or intensify domestic 
preparations for their intended nationally determined contributions’ (INDCs) to the post–2015 
agreement.3 The submission of INDCs may represent the starting point of a ‘new iterative process’ 
en route to a negotiated outcome.4 However, the term ‘contributions’ raises more questions than it 

                                                        
1
 Article 2, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (1992).  

2
 UNFCCC (2011), ‘Decision 1/CP.17’. 

3
 UNFCCC (2013), ‘Decision 1/ CP.19’. 

4
 N. Höhne, C. Ellermann and L. Li, ‘Intended Nationally Determined Contributions under the UNFCCC’, 

Discussion Paper, ECOFYS Germany, 2014, p. 14. 
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answers,5 especially against the backdrop of ‘conflicting perspectives on how equity and capacity 
should shape future differential obligations.’6  
 
The Warsaw decision does not specify the scope and legal nature of INDCs though there is an 
‘operational presumption’ that the post-2015 agreement will be legally binding.7 Further, Parties are 
yet to decide whether the legal nature of INDCs will ‘be the same across different types of 
contributions’ and whether contributions will assume a different legal nature for developing and 
developed countries.8  Parties are yet to identify a process for communicating and inscribing INDCs 
and what informational requirements will apply to particular types of contributions.9 Parties are yet 
to determine the rules for accounting of contributions and where contributions might be anchored 
or housed in the post–2015 agreement.10 All in all, the ‘substantive contents and contours of the 
2015 agreement are still to be determined.’11 Nevertheless, INDCs are ‘[t]he centerpiece’ of the 
post–2015 agreement. 12 A clear decision at the Lima COP in 2014 on the scope of INDCs is vital to its 
success.  
 
A crucial point of contention between Parties is whether the scope of INDCs should encompass 
adaptation contributions or whether INDCs should be limited to mitigation contributions.13 For 
developing countries that are disproportionately vulnerable to climate change, such as members of 
the G77 and its subset the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), there is fear that an inflexible 
approach to INDCs will undermine the priority of adaptation in a post–2015 framework.14 This is an 
especially important concern given, what some Parties have termed, the “adaptation funding 
crisis.”15 
 
Conversely, developed nation Parties such as the United States,16 members of the European Union17 
and Australia18, consider adaptation contributions as distracting from the all–important mitigation 
goal, importing undue conditionality on the mitigation ambition of developing nations and too 
unwieldy to accurately report, measure and verify with reference to a global goal. The United States 

                                                        
5
 L. Rajamani, ‘The Warsaw Climate Negotiations: Emerging Understanding and Battle Lines on the Road to the 

2015 Climate Change Agreement’, International and Comparative Law Quarterly, Volume 63, 2014, p. 735. 
6
 R. Maguire, ‘The Role of Common but Differentiated Responsibility in the 2020 Climate Regime’, Carbon and 

Climate Law Review, Volume 7, 2013, p. 265. 
7
 L. Rajamani, p. 736. 

8
 Ibid. 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 L. Rajamani, p. 737. 

12
 L. Rajamani, p. 735. 

13
 N. Höhne, C. Ellermann and L. Li, ‘Intended Nationally Determined Contributions under the UNFCCC’, 

Discussion Paper, ECOFYS Germany, 2014, p. 2. 
14

 For example see ‘Submission by Republic of Sudan on behalf of the Africa Group: Intended Nationally 
Determined Contributions under the ADP’, 31 May 2014, ADP. 
15

 Earth Negotiations Bulletin (2014), ‘Summary of the Bonn Climate Change Conference: 4 – 15 June 2014’, 
Vol. 12 No. 598, p. 21. 
16

 United States of America, ‘U.S Submission on Elements of the 2015 Agreement’, 18 September 2014, ADP, p. 
4. 
17

 Greece and the European Commission on behalf of the European Union and its Member States, ‘The 2015 
Agreement – Priorities for 2014’, 28 May 2014, ADP. 
18

 Australia, ‘Submission to the Ad-Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action (ADP) on 
the 2015 Agreement’, 26 May 2014, ADP. 
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made the point in its September 2014 submission to the ADP that, while ‘there is no question… 
adaptation and finance will be key elements of the Paris agreement’, INDCs ‘are not… “the only 
game in town.”’19 
 
This research paper assumes the following premise, as stated in the ADP’s November 2014 ‘Non–
paper on elements for a draft negotiating text’:  
 

[A]daptation is a global challenge and a common responsibility requiring global solidarity 
that must be addressed with the same urgency as and in political parity with mitigation.20 

 
Following a consideration of the urgency of adaptation, this research paper seeks to evaluate 
whether the inclusion of adaptation within INDCs is in the best interests of a successful post–2015 
agreement. Given that adaptation contributions are hypothetical and their precise legal context is 
unresolved, it is necessary to distill a normative framework through which to evaluate their efficacy.  
The following interlinked criteria are proposed: 

1. Is it procedurally suitable to address adaptation within INDCs?  
2. Are adaptation contributions in the best interests of an ambitious post–2015 agreement? 
3. Are adaptation contributions in the best interests of an equitable post–2015 agreement? 

 
Finally, the paper considers the relationship between mitigation and adaptation and whether a new 
institutional arrangement is needed under the UNFCCC to address adaptation. 
 

The Urgency of Adapting to Climate Change 
 
Former Kiribati President Teburoro Tito remarked: 
 

It’s like little ants making a home on a leaf floating on a pond. And the elephants go to drink 
and roughhouse in the water. The problem isn’t the ants’ behavior. It’s a problem of how to 
convince the elephants to be more gentle.21 

 
Climate change poses a complex array of risks to human and natural systems.22 Observations of the 
continuing impacts of climate change, as enumerated in the Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), include negative ramifications for crop yields,23 

                                                        
19

 United States of America, ‘U.S Submission on Elements of the 2015 Agreement’, 18 September 2014, ADP, p. 
4. 
20

 Ad Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action, ‘Non–paper on elements for a draft 
negotiating text’, 11 November 2014, p. 1. 
21

 N. Kristof, ‘In Pacific, growing fear of paradise engulfed’, The New York Times, 2 March 1997, 
www.nytimes.com/1997/03/02/world/in-pacific-growing-fear-of-paradise-engulfed.html, (accessed 9 
September 2014). 
22

 IPCC Report, 2014: Summary for policymakers. In: Climate Change 2014: Impacts Adaptation and 
Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Field, C.B., V.R. Barros, D.J. Dokken, K.J. Mach, M.D. 
Mastrandrea, T.E. Bilir, M. Chatterjee, K.L. Ebi, Y.O Estrada, R.C. Genova, B. Girma, E.S. Kissel, A.N. Levy, S. 
MacCracken, P.R. Mastrandrea, and L.L. White (eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United 
Kingdom and New York, NY, US, p. 3. 
23

 IPCC Report, 2014: Summary for policymakers, p. 5. 

http://www.nytimes.com/1997/03/02/world/in-pacific-growing-fear-of-paradise-engulfed.html
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the alteration of hydrological systems due to melting ice24 and an increase in climate-related 
extremes such as heat waves, droughts, floods, cyclones and wildfires.25  
 
Global carbon emissions have risen unabated by 3% per year since 2000.26 Some commentators 
lament that ‘prospects for limiting warming to 2°C are becoming vanishingly small.’27 The IPCC 
forecasts that climate change will ‘slow down economic growth’, ‘make poverty reduction more 
difficult’, ‘increase risks of violent conflicts’ and ‘increase the displacement of people.’28 Thus 
adaptation to climate change, ‘the process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its 
effects’,29 is increasingly urgent. 
 
Adaptation is disproportionately urgent for developing countries. This is because ‘inequalities often 
produced by uneven development processes’ exacerbate vulnerability to climate change.30 By way of 
illustration, it is noteworthy that ‘[b]etween 1990 and 1998 97 percent of all natural-disaster related 
deaths occurred in developing countries.’31  
 
Kiribati, a small island developing state (SID), is a stark example of the urgency of adaptation. Kiribati 
has a population of approximately 110,000 scattered across 33 small islands.32 Like other SIDs, and 
especially those throughout the Pacific, Kiribati is ‘at very high risk from the potential impact of sea-
level rise and shifts in rainfall patterns.’33 It is the first nation to purchase land in another country in 
anticipation of being gradually submerged.34 
 
In 1998 Kiribati’s gross domestic product was only US$47 million.35 A climate change induced sea 
level rise will wreak profound destruction on Kiribati’s economy by ‘inundating [vital] causeways… 
thus disrupting socio-economic links.’36 Further, as Donovan Storey and Shawn Hunter report in 
‘Kiribati: an environmental ‘perfect storm’’, Kiribati’s vulnerability to climate change is significantly 
complicated by ‘immediate threats of ubanisation, pollution and sanitation.’37  
 

                                                        
24

 Ibid. 
25

 Ibid. 
26

 T. Sanford, C. P. Frumhoff, A. Luers and J. Gulledge, ‘The climate policy narrative for a dangerously warming 
world’, Nature Climate Change, Vol. 4, 2014, p. 164. 
27

 Ibid. 
28

 IPCC Report, 2014: Summary for policymakers, p.20.  
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Ibid. 
31

 A. Mathur, I. Burton and M. van Aalst, ‘An Adaptation Mosaic: A sample of the emerging World Bank work in 
climate change adaptation’, World Bank Global Climate Change Team, 2014, p. 6. 
32

 L. Caramel, ‘Besieged by the rising tides of climate change, Kiribati buys land in Fiji’, The Guardian, 1 July 
2014, www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/jul/01/kiribati-climate-change-fiji-vanua-levu, (accessed 9 
September 2014). 
33

 D. Storey and S. Hunter, ‘Kiribati: an environmental ‘perfect storm’’, Australian Geographer, Vol. 41, No. 2, 
2010, p. 171.  
34

 L. Caramel, ‘Besieged by the rising tides of climate change, Kiribati buys land in Fiji’. 
35

 The World Bank (2000), Cities, Seas and Storms: Managing Change in Pacific Island Economics, Chapter 4, p. 
20. 
36

 Ibid. 
37

 D. Storey and S. Hunter, p. 167. 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/jul/01/kiribati-climate-change-fiji-vanua-levu
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As anthropogenic climate change is disproportionately the fault of wealthy countries,38 SIDs like 
Kiribati are ‘largely at the mercy of others.’39 The reality is that a solution for Kiribati is contingent on 
an effective global solution to climate change. 

 
The Procedural Suitability of Addressing Adaptation Within INDCs  
 
Some Parties dispute the procedural suitability of addressing adaptation within INDCs. Submissions 
with respect to mitigation contributions are seen in terms of the need to understand ‘individual and 
aggregate contributions, along with clarifying their information, in light of the 2°C goal’ (emphasis 
added).40  A widely held hypothesis is that ‘[t]he mix of such efforts would consequently be used to 
assess how those contributions approximate the relative fair effort of Parties in relation to the 
required effort.’41 However, many contend that adaptation contributions are incompatible with this 
paradigm. This is because, as stated by members of the Umbrella Group at ADP 2–4, adaptation ‘is 
site-specific and difficult to operationalise as a global adaptation goal.’42 At ADP 2–5, while AOSIS 
called for individual commitments to include adaptation, it too questioned the efficacy of a global 
adaptation goal.43 
 
Xolisa Ngwadla and Lavanya Rajamani respond to these concerns by proposing a methodological 
approach to adaptation effort.44 While a comprehensive discussion of metrics is beyond the scope of 
this paper, it suffices to note that their method entails a combined consideration of ‘bottom–up 
approaches’ (spatially specific case studies) and ‘top-down approaches’ (based in the physical 
science of the ‘temperature–climate relationship’) to model the financial implications of climate 
change for various temperature scenarios.45 The result is ‘a range with a median’ (see graph 1.1).46 
Ngwadla and Rajamani envision that Annex II parties (Annex I countries excluding those with 
economies in transition as at 1992) will pledge adaptation contributions ‘in line with the adaptation 
needs for the commitment period.’47 It is not suggested that the ascertainment of a global 
adaptation goal is an exact science or unburdensome to calculate. It is merely highlighted that some 
maintain the efficacy of this approach. 
 

                                                        
38

 B. Parkes and J. Roberts, ‘Inequality and the global climate regime: breaking the north-south impasse’, 
Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Vol. 21, No. 4, 2008, p. 625.  
39

 D. Storey and S. Hunter, p. 172. 
40

 X. Ngwadla and L. Rajamani, ‘Operationalising an Equity Reference Framework (ERF) in the Climate Change 
Regime: Legal and technical perspectives’, Issue 21, Mitigation Action Plans & Scenarios: Cape Town, 2014, p. 
6. 
41

 Ibid, p. 23.  
42

 Legal Response Initiative (2014), ‘Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs)’, Briefing Paper 3/14, p. 4. 
43

 Earth Negotiations Bulletin (2014), ‘Summary of the Bonn Climate Change Conference: 4 – 15 June 2014’, 
Vol. 12 No. 598, p. 21. 
44

 X. Ngwadla and L. Rajamani, p. 16. 
45

 Ibid. 
46

 Ibid, p. 17. 
47

 Ibid, p. 24. 



 
 

Something’s Got to Give: the utility of adaptation contributions to the Post-2015 International Climate Change 
Agreement 

Global Voices UNFCCC Australian Youth Delegation 
Milan Gandhi (The University of Queensland’s TC Beirne School of Law) 

 

 

Page 7 

 

  

 
Graph 1.1 (Source: Ngwadla & Rajamani). 

 
Relatedly, there is confusion over how Parties ought to measure, report and verify (MRV) adaptation 
contributions. During ADP 2-5, the Independent Alliance of Latin America and the Caribbean (AILAC) 
urged better understanding of the metrics and methodologies for vulnerability assessment.48 The 
European Union doubted whether an assessment of individual parties' commitments to adaptation 
could be of any use at all.49 The United States warned that adaptation contributions would only 
create unwarranted reporting burdens.50 In a mitigation context, effective MRV is viewed as crucial 
to building ‘transparency and confidence in the international climate regime.’51 Measurement is 
‘understood to refer not only to direct physical measurement, but also to estimation based on 
indicators’.52 The common view is that INDCs, at least with respect to mitigation, ‘will have to 
provide enough information to support [measurement]’ and that, to this end, ‘a common 
information matrix’ is required.53 Ngwadla and Rajamani propose the following information matrix 
for adaptation contributions:54 
 

Adaptation commitments for non–Annex I 
(Source: Ngwadla & Rajamani) 

Projected impacts Methodology used: 
Assumptions 

Associated costs 

Adaptation options Approaches and technology 
needs 

Associated costs 

Programs – projects Finance and technology needs Value of action for 
recognition 

                                                        
48

 Earth Negotiations Bulletin (2014), ‘Summary of the Bonn Climate Change Conference: 4 – 15 June 2014’, 
Vol. 12 No. 598, p. 21. 
49

 Ibid. 
50

 Ibid, p. 22. 
51

 International Partnership on Mitigation and MRV, ‘Measuring, Reporting and Verification (MRV)’, 
www.mitigationpartnership.net/measuring-reporting-and-verification-mrv-0, (accessed 14 November 2014). 
52

 T. Fransen, 'Enhancing Today's MRV Framework to Meet Tomorrow's Needs: The Role of National 
Communications and Inventories', WRI Working Paper, DC: World Resources Institute, 2009, p. 2. 
53

 Climate Action Network International (CAN International), ‘Intended Nationally Determined Contribution 
(INDC)’, 17 October 2014, ADP, p. 3. 
54

 X. Ngwadla and L. Rajamani, p. 24. 

http://www.mitigationpartnership.net/measuring-reporting-and-verification-mrv-0
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Adaptation commitments for Annex II 
(Source: Ngwadla & Rajamani) 

Finance Sector, Region Sources, Assumptions, 
Delivery Mechanism 

Technology Sector, Description of 
Technology 

Assumptions, Delivery 
Mechanisms 

Capacity building Description Assumptions, Delivery 
Mechanisms 

 
The view posited by the Climate Action Network (CAN), is that comparability and MRV requirements 
are simply ‘of less importance for adaptation’. This is couched within CAN’s view that adaptation 
contributions ‘should be voluntary and not replace the mitigation component.’55  
 
Further, there is wide consensus that adaptation contributions should embolden rather than detract 
from existing adaptation mechanisms. National adaptation plans (NAPs) and national adaptation 
programs of action (NAPAs) were established under the UNFCCC’s Cancun Adaptation Framework. 
NAPs encourage Parties to conduct medium- and long–term climate adaptation planning. NAPAs are 
project–driven, short–term plans to allow least developed countries to address their most urgent 
adaptation needs. In short, these processes are ‘entirely to support domestic decision–making.’56  
 
NAPs and NAPAs may be entirely compatible with and facilitative to adaptation contributions. For 
example, the annexure to the ‘Draft Text on ADP 2–7 agenda item 3’, released by the ADP on 11 
November 2014, outlines that information to be submitted with adaptation contributions could 
include, inter alia, ‘[p]rogrammes and projects per sector, including those identified in the context of 
a [NAPA] and a [NAP]’ and ‘[i]nformation on the formulation and implementation of NAPs…’57 A 
further example is Brazil’s November 2014 submission to the ADP which states, ‘Parties are 
encouraged to include in their NDC policies, actions and plans, including [NAPs]… to adapt to 
negative impacts of climate change’.58 
  
It is unequivocally clear that that mitigation and adaptation, however they are addressed in a post–
2015 climate change agreement, must be treated as procedurally disparate. However, this is a 
consideration that ought to guide evolving consensus on the machinery of INDCs. It is not, in and of 
itself, a convincing argument for limiting INDCs to mitigation.  
 

  

                                                        
55

 Climate Action Network International (CAN International), ‘Intended Nationally Determined Contribution 
(INDC)’, 17 October 2014, ADP, p. 5. 
56

 McGray. H, ‘Clarifying the UNFCCC National Adaptation Plan Process’ (Online Blog), World Resources 
Institute, 11 June 2014, www.wri.org/blog/2014/06/clarifying-unfccc-national-adaptation-plan-process, 
(accessed 12 November 2014). 
57

 Ad Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action, ‘Draft by the Co–Chairs’, 11 November 
2014, p. 9. 
58

 Brazil, ‘Views of Brazil On the Elements of the New Agreement Under the Convention Applicable to All 
Parties’, 6 November 2014, ADP.  

http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/06/clarifying-unfccc-national-adaptation-plan-process
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Adaptation Contributions and the Ambition of a Post–2015 Agreement 
 
The overarching objective of the UNFCCC is the stabilisation of atmospheric concentrations of 
greenhouse gases at levels that would ‘prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the 
climate system.’59 There is an ‘ambition gap’ between the reality that ‘the world is currently 
estimated to be on path towards 3.6–5.3° warming’60 and the UNFCCC’s 2°C target.  
 
In the view of some, to allow INDCs to extend to adaptation would threaten the ambition of a post–
2015 agreement. This is because Parties might ‘offer adaptation contributions in lieu of mitigation 
under the 2015–agreement’.61 This possibility, coupled with the staunch view of developed nations 
that developing nations must contribute to mitigation efforts for a sufficiently ambitious climate 
change agreement, mean that the notion of an adaptation contribution finds little support among 
developed nation Parties.  
 
The United States’ September 2014 submission to the ADP states that ‘in [the view of the United 
States] the Warsaw decision was clearly intended to apply to mitigation’ and that ‘the terms “NDC” 
and “INDC”… related to the particular nature of mitigation.’62 The United States takes issue ‘with the 
co chairs’ reflection note’s statement that Parties have clarified that the concept of INDCs includes, 
“but is not limited to,” mitigation.’63 Similarly, Australia’s submission to the ADP is confined to the 
language of mitigation contributions. Australia envisages that quantification of ‘the impact of the 
contribution on the atmosphere’ will constitute a key component of the ‘up–front information to 
accompany [INDCs]’ for all Parties.64  Moreover, Australia expects ‘a minimum commitment [from all 
Parties] that is not conditional on support’.65  
 
However, developing countries will not accept greenhouse gas emissions reduction commitments 
unless such commitments are equitable. As discussed below, an exclusion of adaptation 
contributions may exacerbate inequity. 
 

Adaptation Contributions and the Equitability of a Post–2015 Agreement 
 
Equity is the principle that ‘[c]ountries should protect the climate system… in accordance with their 
common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities.’66 It is enshrined in Article 4 
of the UNFCCC to address ‘developing countries’ concern that the climate change issue might be 
used as a basis to limit their economic development.’67 In Inequality and the global climate regime: 

                                                        
59

 Article 2, UNFCCC (1992). 
60

 A. Vihma and K. Kulovesi, ‘Can Attention to the Process Improve the Efficiency of the UNFCCC 
Negotiations?’, Carbon & Climate Law Review, Vol. 7, 2013, p. 243. 
61

 L. Rajamani, p. 736. 
62

 United States of America, ‘U.S Submission on Elements of the 2015 Agreement’, 18 September 2014, ADP, p. 
4. 
63

 Ibid. 
64

 Australia, ‘Submission to the Ad-Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action (ADP) on 
the 2015 Agreement’, 2014, ADP. 
65

 Ibid. 
66

 D. Bodansky, ‘The international climate change regime’, Perspectives on Climate Change: Science, 
Economics, Politics, Ethics Advances in the Economics of Environmental Resources, Vol. 5, 2005, p. 162. 
67

 Ibid, p. 163. 
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breaking the north–south impasse, Bradley Parks and J Timmons Roberts explain that inequity is a 
‘central impediment to interstate cooperation on climate change policy.’68 Without equity, ambition 
is unachievable as ‘virtually all developing countries have refused to adopt greenhouse gas emission 
reduction commitments in the name of fairness.’69  
 
A key form of inequity identified by Parks and Roberts is ‘[i]nequity in vulnerability to climate 
change.’70 In 2008, the European Union stated that ‘[c]limate change impacts will fuel the politics of 
resentment between those most responsible for climate change and those most affected by it.’71 As 
exemplified by the challenges facing Kiribati, there are ‘significant asymmetries in which countries 
will suffer most and earliest from climate change.’72  
 
Inequity in vulnerability to climate change is a major theme of the June 2014 AOSIS statement to the 
ADP. For AOSIS ‘ambition is absolutely critical’ as its members face ‘worsening climate change 
impacts.’ 73  To achieve ambition, AOSIS asserts that ‘[t]he 2015 agreement MUST contain 
commitments by developed country Parties to ensure scaled–up, adequate long term, predictable 
new and additional finance to support… adaptation to the adverse effects of climate change in 
developing countries.’74 For members of AOSIS, such as Kiribati, to whom climate change is an 
immediate existential threat, the inclusion of adaptation contributions is a linchpin issue.  
 
It is reiterated that without equity, sufficient ambition is unachievable. Developmental challenges 
that are ‘existing drivers for climate change vulnerability’,75 such as problems of ‘urbanisation, 
pollution and sanitation’ in Kiribati,76 will be worsened by ambitious policies adopted to mitigate 
climate change.77 Therefore, equity and, thus, ambition require that adaptation be addressed with 
sufficient seriousness in a post–2015 climate change agreement. This is a strong argument for the 
inclusion of adaptation within INDCs.  
 

Addressing the Relationship between Adaptation and Mitigation 
 
As discussed above, the inclusion of adaptation within INDCs may raise the profile of adaptation 
which is in the best interests of an equitable and, thus, ambitious post–2015 agreement. However, 
this is not to say that there should be ‘some fungible overall national burden that can be divided at 
will between [adaptation and mitigation].’78 This is because, as Steve Vanderheiden argues in 
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Globalizing Responsibility for Climate Change, adaptation and mitigation must ‘be kept distinct 
normatively and practically.’79  
  
Vanderheiden explains the incommensurability in effect between adaptation and mitigation. While 
greenhouse gas abatement may reduce future climate impacts, it will not assist currently vulnerable 
peoples in adapting to climate change, which results from already accumulated atmospheric gases.80 
Therefore, mitigation efforts ‘cannot substitute for current adaptation imperatives.’81 Moreover, 
while Vanderheiden recognises that ‘improved mitigation should result in lower overall adaptation 
costs’,82 he stresses that ‘[t]his trade–off… should not be taken to indicate a moral indifference 
between mitigation and adaptation, such that [Parties] are… allowed to apportion [costs] between 
the two efforts in any way they see fit.’ 83 Further, Vanderheiden observes that adaptation costs, 
unlike mitigation costs, cannot be assigned over future decades given that they are ‘contingent upon 
future climate impacts that are not fully understood and are highly uncertain.’84  
 
Vanderheiden’s explication of the relationship between adaptation and mitigation clarifies that 
Parties should not be allowed to proffer adaptation contributions as a means of making up for 
inadequate mitigation contributions. Ultimately, ‘[c]limate justice requires fully adequate action in 
mitigation and in adaptation’.85 
  

A New Institutional Arrangement for Adaptation 
 
It may be the case that mitigation contributions are binding while adaptation contributions are 
voluntary. Developed nation Parties have resisted mandatory financial commitments, preferring 
aspirational and flexible goals which promote sovereignty. It is suggested that, at the very least, a 
mechanism is adopted under the UNFCCC for promulgating adaptation needs, the efforts to meet 
those needs by developed countries and the ‘adaptation gap’ that remains. While perhaps not the 
prescriptive solution required to meet the urgency of adaptation for exceptionally vulnerable 
nations like Kiribati, a registry of this nature will aid in quantifying requirements and applying much–
needed pressure to capable and responsible Parties to meet those requirements by showcasing 
successful assistance and highlighting inaction. Such an approach finds support in statements made 
by the Philippines and Singapore during the UNFCCC intercessional meeting in June 2014 in Bonn, 
Germany. 86 It is also articulated as an option in the ADP’s November 2014 ‘Non–paper on elements 
for a draft negotiating text’.87 
 

  

                                                        
79

 Ibid, 68. 
80

 Ibid, 70. 
81

 Ibid, 68. 
82

 Ibid, 68. 
83

 Ibid. 
84

 Ibid, 69. 
85

 Ibid, 70. 
86

 Earth Negotiations Bulletin (2014), ‘Summary of the Bonn Climate Change Conference: 4 – 15 June 2014’, 
Vol. 12 No. 598, p. 21. 
87

 Ad Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action, ‘Non–paper on elements for a draft 
negotiating text’, 11 November 2014, p. 6. 



 
 

Something’s Got to Give: the utility of adaptation contributions to the Post-2015 International Climate Change 
Agreement 

Global Voices UNFCCC Australian Youth Delegation 
Milan Gandhi (The University of Queensland’s TC Beirne School of Law) 

 

 

Page 12 

 

  

Conclusion  
 
Including adaptation within INDCs will lift the profile of adaptation in a post–2015 climate change 
regime. This increases the likelihood of adaptation being addressed with the same urgency and 
political will as mitigation. It is argued that this outcome is in the best interests of an equitable and 
thus ambitious post–2015 climate change agreement.  Adaptation contributions by developed 
nations to finance adaptation needs in developing nations will send a strong message to those most 
vulnerable to climate change that their interests are not disregarded. Given the disproportionate 
burden of climate change on the developing world, such a signal will assist in bridging the north–
south divide, a central impasse to constructive negotiations, and will carry emblematic importance 
for the legitimacy of the UNFCCC.  
 
Further, adaptation contributions, to the extent they evolve into concrete financial assistance by 
developed nations, assist in unlocking the all–important ambition of a post–2015 agreement. This is 
because adaptation assistance alleviates the frustrating effects of climate vulnerability on 
developmental challenges thus laying the essential foundations for developing nations to consider 
greenhouse gas emissions reductions commitments. 
 
However, it may not be efficacious to pursue a global adaptation goal nor apply the same rigor with 
respect to the measurement, reporting and verification of adaptation efforts as is applied to 
mitigation efforts. Moreover, it must not be the case that Parties can pursue adaptation in lieu of 
mitigation. Therefore, as Parties further define the nature and context of INDCs, they must bear in 
mind that adaptation and mitigation require disparate treatment in practice.   
 
Finally, however adaptation manifests in a post–2015 agreement, a new institutional arrangement, 
such as an adaptation registry, should be established to facilitate implementation and to pressure 
capable and responsible Parties to effectively assist the resilience–building efforts of those most 
vulnerable to climate change. 
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