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GLOBAL VOICES 
Global Voices is a non-profit organisation seeking to promote an understanding of and participation 

in international diplomacy by young Australians. 

We do this through regular events and research & development opportunities in Australia, and the 

coordination of youth delegations to important diplomatic forums abroad. 

Our mission is to provide opportunities to young Australians to research, discuss and contribute to 

foreign policy both at home and abroad. 

Our vision is for young Australians to be heard and engaged on the world stage. 

THE UNFCCC 
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (or UNFCCC) is a global mechanism 

that aims to provide an intergovernmental platform to mitigate the effects of climate change 

globally. Membership is almost universal across the world with 194 countries listed as members of 

the UNFCCC. 

The ultimate objective of the UNFCCC is to stabilise the level of greenhouse gas emissions in the 

Earth’s atmosphere as to stop any major disruptions to the world’s environments and ecosystems as 

a result of human induced interference with the climate system. It was established at the Rio Earth 

summit in 1992 in response to international concerns about climate change. Its establishment was a 

formal recognition that climate change was an issue that simply could not be resolved by individual 

nations; a coordinated response was required. 

Member-states attend an annual ‘Conference of Parties’ (or COP) to assess the level of progress in 

mitigating the effects of climate change and establishing legally binding obligations for countries to 

reduce their emissions.  

Amritha Thiyagarajan – The University of New South Wales 

Amritha, 21, is currently in her fourth year of International Studies/Law at the University of New 

South Wales, where she majors in Development Studies. She has just returned to Australia following 

a year spent studying politics and international relations at the University of Edinburgh. 

Her heartfelt desire to attend COP17 is primarily framed within her passion for addressing extreme 

poverty. She believes that while climate change is of global consequence, it is particularly those in 

developing nations who will bear the brunt of the devastation.  

She brings to the UNFCCC delegation experience at the very forefront of the Australian movement to 

end extreme poverty, having managed the NSW leg of the 2010 Make Poverty History Road Trip. 

This nationwide campaign saw Amritha work to develop high-impact and innovative advocacy 

strategies, and train 120 state ambassadors to become confident, knowledgeable and skilled 

advocates for the cause. She has also worked extensively within the Oaktree Foundation (Australia’s 

largest youth-run aid and development organisation), including in its university Generate program, 

as Assistant Coordinator in its Stand Up for Change campaign, and Acting NSW State Director. 
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Abstract 

 

A growing recognition of the urgent need to increase the capacity of developing countries to adapt 

to climate change has been matched by a proliferation of financial mechanisms and the dedication 

of countless hours of negotiations to the subject. Crucially, in developing financial mechanisms, 

Parties to the Convention have demonstrated a preoccupation with how each fund is to be properly 

structured and sufficiently resourced. Little consideration has been afforded towards safeguarding 

the quality of the process by which recipient countries allocate and spend funding received through 

the UNFCCC. Parties have thus failed to recognise that well-designed and sufficiently-resourced 

funds cannot, in the absence of further guidelines for implementation, guarantee successful 

adaptation. Beginning with an overview of the significance of funding adaptation, this paper will go 

on to evaluate the strengths and limitations of the various mechanisms introduced at the 

international level. In doing so, it will become apparent that criteria for ensuring efficacy and equity 

in spending adaptation money are not entirely absent from current efforts. Nonetheless, they are 

applied in an ad hoc and inconsistent manner which undermines the success of adaptation measures 

at an aggregated level. As such, Parties must come together to develop a cohesive framework to 

govern the allocation and use of adaptation finance in all relevant spheres of activity under the 

Convention. A continued delay in doing so will likely compound the lack of resilience of 

impoverished individuals to climate devastation, thus deepening their vulnerability and perpetuating 

insecurity around their livelihoods and their lives. 

 

Defining the issue: the significance and scope of adaptation needs 

With climate change defined as ‘a change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to 

human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to 
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natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods’,1 efforts to address this dynamic 

can be distinguished between those aimed at mitigation, and those aimed at adaptation. While 

mitigation seeks to ‘reduce the sources or enhance the sinks of greenhouse gases’, adaptation 

involves adjusting ‘natural or human systems’ in order to ‘moderat[e] harm’ associated with 

climactic effects.2 Crucially, as the pace of negotiations on mitigation has slowed, adaptive measures 

have come to occupy a greater priority on the international agenda. Amongst the consequences of 

such lack of progress on mitigation is a reluctant acknowledgement that ‘emission[s]... are unlikely 

to decrease at the rate and magnitude necessary to prevent climate change that is dangerous to 

many’.3 In particular, developing countries are disproportionately vulnerable to the dangers of rising 

greenhouse gases, as their impoverished citizens overwhelmingly ‘rely on climate-sensitive 

livelihoods, such as rain-fed farming... [and] depend on marginal ecosystems’.4 Indeed, there is 

speculation that the devastation of climate change has already manifested itself through the East 

African famine,5 and Tuvalu’s water shortage emergency.6  

As for the precise scope of adaptation costs, initial estimates vary greatly. The UNFCCC places the 

annual expense of financing adaptation in developing countries by 2030 between US$28-67 billion;7 

the World Bank estimates costs of between US$75 and $100 billion a year;8 and Oxfam expects a 

                                                           
1
 United Nations, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 

<http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/conveng.pdf>, Article 1.2. 
2
 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Glossary, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from  

<http://unfccc.int/essential_background/glossary/items/3666.php>. 
3
 S. Eriksen et al., ‘When not every response to climate change is a good one: Identifying principles for 

sustainable adaptation’, Climate and Development, No. 3, 2011, p. 7. 
4
 A. Jones et al., Pro-poor governance of global adaptation funds: A discussion paper, Retrieved 12 October 

2011 from <http://www.germanwatch.org/klima/ad-dis09.pdf>, p. 1. 
5
 F. Lawrence, ‘Drought in east Africa the result of climate change and conflict’, The Guardian, 4 July 2011, 

Retrieved 16 October 2011 from <http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jul/04/drought-east-africa-climate-
change>. 
6
  A. Macrae, ‘Tuvalu in a fight for its life’, ABC, 11 October 2011, Retrieved 16 October 2011 from 

<http://www.abc.net.au/unleashed/3497128.html>. 
7
 M. Grasso, Justice in funding adaptation under the international climate change regime, Dordrecht; New 

York, Springer, 2010, p. 74. 
8
 R. Barr et al., ‘Adaptation investments: a resource allocation framework’, Mitigation and Adaptation 

Strategies for Global Change, No. 15, 2010, p. 844. 
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minimum cost of US$50 billion a year.9 Within this, the costs for different sectors must be 

disaggregated, producing further uncertainty. For instance, the UNFCCC predicts that a further 

US$11 billion will need to be allocated to the agriculture, forestry and fisheries sector on an annual 

basis (with approximately half of this amount needed for developing countries).10 Regardless of such 

varying predictions, the implications to be drawn from funding estimates are identical - they 

communicate that the scope of adaptation needs are far from inconsequential, and will thus require 

funding at a significant scale.  

 

Existing mechanisms under the UNFCCC 

To date, parties to the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol have negotiated to institute the Least 

Developed Countries Fund (LDCF), the Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF), the Adaptation Fund, 

and the Green Climate Fund - with an additional process of ‘fast-track financing’ introduced at 

COP15. The LDCF focuses upon the ‘immediate needs’ of the Least Developed Countries in 

developing their National Adaptation Programmes of Action,11 with Least Developed Countries 

referring to those 48 Parties to the UNFCCC among the 50 nations designated as such by the United 

Nations for their ‘low income, human resource weakness and economic vulnerability’.12 In 

comparison, the SCCF covers a broader range of ‘activities, programmes and measures’ around 

adaptation and technology transfer in ‘energy, transport, industry, agriculture, forestry and waste 

                                                           
9
 B. Müller, International adaptation finance: the need for an innovative and strategic approach, Retrieved 5 

October 2011 from <http://www.oxfordenergy.org/2008/03/international-adaptation-funding-the-need-for-
an-innovative-and-strategic-approach/>, p. 6. 
10

 E. Haites, Negotiations on additional investment and financial flows to address climate change in developing 
countries, Retrieved 9 October 2011 from 
<http://www.undp.org/climatechange/docs/English/UNDP_Investments_Financing_final.pdf>, p. 10. 
11

 Climate Finance Options, Least Developed Countries Fund, Retrieved 9 October 2011 from 
<http://www.climatefinanceoptions.org/cfo/node/60>. 
12

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Glossary. 
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management’.13 Both rely upon voluntary pledges by developed countries, with the LDCF having 

received $415 million to date,14 and the SCCF some $200 million.15  

The third mechanism - the Adaptation Fund - was created under the Kyoto Protocol, and focuses 

upon financing ‘concrete adaptation projects and programs’ in those Parties which are developing 

countries.16 Rather than relying entirely upon voluntary contributions as under the LDCF and SCCF, 

the Adaptation Fund is partly financed by a ‘2% levy on emission permits...generated by private 

sector clean projects under the Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism’.17 Moreover, it 

covers the ‘full cost’ of a project,18 whereas the LDCF will only provide a proportion of the finance 

such that countries must have ‘cofinancing plans’.19 As for the Green Climate Fund, it was 

established by the Cancun Agreements, with a Transitional Committee currently undertaking its 

design. Its objective is to ‘mobiliz[e] US$100 billion a year by 2020’ to be allocated equally between 

mitigation and adaptation.20 It is this fund which is likely to become the key mechanism for financing 

adaptation, with the Cancun Agreements asserting that ‘a significant share of new multilateral 

funding for adaptation’ is to flow through this mechanism.21 Finally, the concept of ‘fast-start 

finance’ refers to the ‘collective commitment’ made by developed country Parties at COP15 to 

‘provide new and additional resources...approaching USD 30 billion for the period 2010-2012 with 

                                                           
13

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 
seventh session, held at Marrakesh from 29 October to 10 November 2001. Addendum. Part Two: Action taken 
by the Conference of the Parties, Retrieved 10 October 2011 from 
<http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/cop7/13a01.pdf>, p. 44. 
14

 Global Environment Facility, Least Developed Countries Fund, Retrieved 10 October 2011 from 
<http://www.thegef.org/gef/LDCF>. 
15

 Global Environment Facility, Special Climate Change Fund, Retrieved 10 October 2011 from  
<http://www.thegef.org/gef/SCCF>. 
16

 Climate Finance Options, UNFCCC Adaptation Fund, Retrieved 9 October 2011 from 
<http://www.climatefinanceoptions.org/cfo/node/147>. 
17

 M. Grasso, Justice in funding adaptation under the international climate change regime, 2010, p. 103. 
18

 ibid., p. 84. 
19

 Climate Finance Options, Least Developed Countries Fund. 
20

 Transparency International, Global Corruption Report: Climate Change, Retrieved 5 October 2011 from 
<http://www.transparency.org/publications/gcr/gcr_climate_change2>, p. 222. 
21

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 
sixteenth session, held in Cancun from 29 November to 10 December 2010. Addendum. Part Two: Action Taken 
by the Conference of the Parties at its sixteenth session, Retrieved 5 October 2011 from 
<http://unfccc.int/files/na/application/pdf/07a01-1.pdf>, p. 17. 
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balanced allocation between mitigation and adaptation’.22 ‘Fast-start finance’ is thus focused upon 

‘immediate action...[to] kick start...adaptation efforts in developing countries’ with a view to 

accelerating the flow of funds in the short-term.23 

As such, it is evident that there has been a rapid proliferation of financial mechanisms, under which 

each fund’s key mandate and procedures vary. Most significantly, there exists no common standard 

for how adaptation finance is to be utilised. While the Cancun Agreements affirmed the importance 

of ensuring that adaptation activities are ‘country-driven, gender-sensitive, participatory and fully 

transparent’,24 and the Copenhagen Accord identified the necessity of adopting ‘effective and 

efficient fund arrangements’,25 such proposals lack coherence, and constitute an extremely ad hoc 

framework. Ultimately, each fund allocates financial assistance according to its own differing criteria. 

For instance, while projects must provide ‘economic, social and environmental benefits, with 

particular reference to the most vulnerable communities’ to be eligible for assistance under the 

Adaptation Fund,26 similar criteria are not evident in the LDCF’s guidelines (at least in any explicit 

sense).27 Such inconsistencies stem from the absence of ‘clear and consistent guidance’ by the 

UNFCCC to ‘national implementing agencies on the required standards for managing adaptation in 

                                                           
22

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 
fifteenth session, held in Copenhagen from 7 to 19 December 2009. Addendum. Part Two: Action taken by the 
Conference of the Parties at its fifteenth session, Retrieved 5 October 2011 from 
<http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2009/cop15/eng/11a01.pdf>, p. 7. 
23

 Fast Start Finance, Financing actions - Fast start finance, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 
<http://www.faststartfinance.org/node/267>. 
24

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 
sixteenth session, held in Cancun from 29 November to 10 December 2010. Addendum. Part Two: Action Taken 
by the Conference of the Parties at its sixteenth session, p. 4. 
25

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Report of the Conference of the Parties on its 
fifteenth session, held in Copenhagen from 7 to 19 December 2009. Addendum. Part Two: Action taken by the 
Conference of the Parties at its fifteenth session, p. 7. 
26

 Adaptation Fund, Adaptation Fund Project Review Criteria, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 
<http://www.adaptation-fund.org/system/files/file/AF_Project%20Review%20Criteria.pdf>, p. 1. 
27

 Global Environment Facility, Programming Paper for Funding the Implementation of NAPAs Under the LDC 
Trust Fund, Retrieved 11 October 2011 from 
<http://www.thegef.org/gef/sites/thegef.org/files/documents/GEF.C.28.18.pdf>, p. 14. 
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their countries, from planning processes through to the management of funds, the implementation 

of projects and final evaluation’.28 

Such lack of guidance undermines the quality and consistency of outcomes produced from 

adaptation projects and programs, as implementing agencies have the flexibility to determine how 

financial assistance is to be spent in accordance with their own unique preferences and agenda. 

While this is an advantage in that it allows the development of contextually-specific strategies, there 

is simultaneously a risk that agencies may choose to spend funds in a manner which is inconsistent 

with the original objectives of the UNFCCC, or which neglects to engage with the rights of individuals 

at a grassroots level. For instance, projects may increase adaptive capacities in a technological or 

scientific sense, but do so in a manner which carries significant cultural and social costs. As such, the 

abject failure by the UNFCCC to introduce a comprehensive cross-mechanism framework for the 

allocation of adaptation finance has implications for how effectively finance is able to translate into 

tangible improvements on the ground, which protect the livelihoods and futures of individuals in a 

holistic manner.  

Ultimately, the significant progress made in implementing the necessary structures for financing 

adaptation is to be commended, even if the outputs facilitated by these structures cannot be 

guaranteed. The point of this paper is not to entirely undermine achievements to date. However, as 

Fankahuser and Burton argue, there is currently ‘danger...[of] Parties...becom[ing] increasingly 

embroiled in debates about governance’ to the point of neglecting ‘equally or more important 

questions relating to the efficient, effective and equitable use of funds’.29 Indeed, Parties continue to 

demonstrate a preoccupation with developing ‘“hard” structural’ guidelines (such as with regards to 

how funds are to be raised, or how a mechanism’s governing board is to be constituted).30 Little to 

no consideration is directed towards ‘identify[ing]...”soft” behavioral or regulatory measures’ that 

                                                           
28

 Transparency International, Global Corruption Report: Climate Change, p. xxxv. 
29

 S. Fankahuser and I. Burton, ‘Spending adaptation money wisely’, Climate Policy, No. 11, 2011, p. 1038. 
30

 ibid., p. 1043. 
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are needed to protect the quality of funding processes.31 For instance, in the report of the Green 

Climate Fund’s Transitional Committee to COP17, the criteria for allocating finance accounts for only 

three short paragraphs within a fourteen page document. Moreover, the criteria which is identified 

is limited to ‘balance[d]...allocation of resources between adaptation and mitigation’, a ‘results-

based approach’, and ‘the urgent and immediate needs of developing countries...using minimum 

allocation floors for these countries as appropriate’.32 In this way, there is a continuing trend of 

failing to undertake substantial deliberations around safeguarding the allocation of adaptation 

finance. 

 

A framework for best practice: efficacy and equity 

Against the backdrop of the above evaluation that the scope of adaptation needs are far from 

insignificant, and that there is a clear absence of common guidelines on how adaptation finance is to 

be channeled, it is then necessary to consider the precise nature of best practices in the allocation of 

these funds. Certainly, it is to be ultimately determined by the Parties themselves as to which 

‘empirically measurable benchmarks’ will constitute a comprehensive cross-mechanism 

framework.33 However, it is the proposal of this paper that the most appropriate framework is one 

which promotes the twin goals of ‘efficacy’ and ‘equity’. Specifically, allocation processes must 

follow four key criteria - they must be integrated with development; engage with the political 

capacity of recipient countries; ensure gender-sensitivity; and undertake participatory decision-

making. 

 

                                                           
31

 ibid., p. 1043. 
32

 Transitional Committee, Report of the Transitional Committee for the Design of the Green Climate Fund to 
the seventeenth session of the Conference of the Parties, Retrieved 5 November 2011 from 
<http://unfccc.int/files/cancun_agreements/green_climate_fund/application/pdf/tc4-3.pdf>, p. 11. 
33

 R. Barr et al., ‘Adaptation investments: a resource allocation framework’, p. 844. 
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Efficacy in funding adaptation  

Integration of adaptation and development 

The first criteria to facilitate greater efficacy in the funding of adaptation is to apply a model of 

sustainable adaptation, whereby ‘adaptation...contributes to socially and environmentally 

sustainable development pathways’.34 An approach which separates ‘adaptation’ and ‘development’ 

may result in projects which contribute to one goal, but at the cost of the other. For instance, a 

report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development identifies a hypothetical 

scenario where ‘new roads might be weatherproofed from an engineering standpoint, even taking 

future climate into account’, but nonetheless ‘trigger new human settlement in areas highly exposed 

to particular impacts of climate change, such as coastal zones vulnerable to sea-level rise’.35 

Moreover, as those countries most vulnerable to climate change are also largely those in the 

greatest state of poverty, it is crucial that efforts to increase their adaptive capacity do not limit or 

reverse their development growth. Integrating adaptation into development thus ‘tak[es] into 

account the legitimate priority needs of developing countries for the achievement of sustainable 

economic growth and the eradication of poverty’.36 

However, it is important to then define the intended ambit of ‘integrating’ development and 

adaptation. A key tenet of the UNFCCC is that funding for adaptation is to be above existing aid 

commitments. The Convention stipulates that developed country Parties must ‘provide new and 

additional financial resources to meet the full agreed costs incurred by developing country Parties in 

                                                           
34

 S. Eriksen et al., ‘When not every response to climate change is a good one: Identifying principles for 
sustainable adaptation’, p. 8. 
35

 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, Integrating Climate Change Adaptation into 
Development Co-Operation: Policy Guidance - Executive Summary, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 
<http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/11/37/44177078.pdf>, p. 15. 
36

 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Declaration on Integrating Climate Change 
Adaptation into Development Co-Operation, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 
<www.oecd.org/dataoecd/44/29/36426943.pdf>, p. 5. 
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complying with their obligations (emphasis added)’.37 Integrating adaptation and development 

should thus be pursued in a manner which protects such a principle of ‘additionality’. Consequently, 

the sources of development assistance and adaptation finance, and the frameworks through which 

they are channeled, should remain separate. It is at the level of allocating these funds that the 

integration should be made. In this way, adaptation finance can retain its additionality to 

development aid, but achieve integration with development practices. 

Commendably, certain bodies within the UNFCCC have begun to embrace the notion of integrating 

sustainable development with adaptation activity at the level of implementation. For instance, for 

projects to be eligible for funding under the Adaptation Fund, they must be ‘consistent with national 

sustainable development strategies’.38 Moreover, the decisions pursued by Australia as a party to 

the UNFCCC demonstrate significant progress in applying an integrated approach. Its 

communications on the subject explicitly identify that the ‘vulnerability’ of the Pacific region to 

climate change is ‘inextricably linked to broader development challenges’.39 Acting upon recognition 

of the importance of this inextricable link, the government has introduced the International Climate 

Change Adaptation Initiative. Jointly managed by the Department of Climate Change and Energy 

Efficiency, and the Australian Agency for International Development, the initiative provides a 

‘coordinated package of development assistance’ which incorporates ‘strategic planning 

and...multilateral support for climate change adaptation’.40 While the initiative is in its early stages 

of implementation, such that its efficacy and value are yet to be conclusively demonstrated, 

Australia’s strategy could nonetheless be further evaluated to identify models for integrating 

adaptation and development. 

                                                           
37

 United Nations, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Article 4.3. 
38

 Adaptation Fund, Adaptation Fund Project Review Criteria, p. 1. 
39

 Australian Government, Engaging our Pacific Neighbours on Climate Change, Retrieved 10 October 2011 
from <http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf>, p. 5. 
40

 AusAID, International Climate Change Adaptation Initiative, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 
<http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm>. 

http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/att/IRC/eCOPIES/Pacific_Region/469.pdf
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm
http://www.ausaid.gov.au/keyaid/adaptation_initiative.cfm


 

How to save a life – Amritha Thiyagarajan – The University of New South Wales 

 
Page 12 

 
  

Political capacity of recipient countries 

Moreover, an effective approach to financing adaptation must recognise that the capacity of 

countries to utilise these funds successfully will differ significantly according to the transparency and 

accountability of their political institutions. In particular, corruption - that is, the ‘abuse of entrusted 

power for private gain’ - can result in the diversion of funding away from its intended beneficiaries, 

thus undermining successful implementation of adaptation projects.41 There is a strong likelihood 

that corruption will arise where ‘huge amounts of money flow through new and untested financial 

markets and mechanisms’, such as under the UNFCCC.42 Moreover, the ‘pressure...to “fast-track” 

solutions’ in the context of the urgency of protecting vulnerable developing countries, is ‘further 

enhancing the risk of corruption’.43  

The consequences of corruption for successful implementation is well recognised in the aid industry, 

with the ‘Monterrey Consensus’ (an articulation of the official position of major aid donors) noting 

that official development assistance will be most effective where ‘sound policies and good 

governance’ exist at ‘all levels’ within a developing country.44 Indeed, poor governance and 

corruption is often charged with being the key explanatory factor for why the ‘average African has 

grown poorer over the past decades’ despite ‘enormous aid disbursement...that have helped boost 

growth in other regions’.45 A failure to address corruption may thus produce a situation where no 

gains are evidenced in the capacity of developing countries to adapt to climate change, despite a 

significant expansion in financial assistance. Crucially, however, an implication should not be drawn 

that adaptation funding should be entirely denied to corrupt governments. Those countries most 

vulnerable to climate change are often simultaneously affected by widespread corruption - a 

                                                           
41

 Transparency International, Global Corruption Report: Climate Change, p. xxv. 
42

 ibid., p. xxvi. 
43

 ibid., p. xxvi. 
44

 D. Dollar and V. Levin, ‘The Increasing Selectivity of Foreign Aid, 1984-2003’, World Development, Vol. 34, 
No. 12, 2006, p. 2034. 
45

 B.V. Ikejiaku, ‘The Relationship between Poverty, Conflict and Development’, Journal of Sustainable 
Development, Vol. 2, No. 1, 2009, p. 15. 
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phenomenon which is perpetuated by economic instability. Indeed, of ‘the 20 countries most 

affected by climate change’, none ‘score higher than 3.6 on the Corruption Perceptions Index, in 

which 0 is extremely corrupt and 10 is very clean’.46 As a matter of necessity, mechanisms under the 

UNFCCC must thus fund projects in politically corrupt countries if the most vulnerable communities 

are to be prioritised for assistance. 

Ultimately, there is some recognition of the importance of a government’s capacity to allocate 

adaptation finance in an effective manner. For instance, the report of the Green Climate Fund’s 

Transitional Committee states that ‘[t]he Fund will provide resources...for in-country institutional 

strengthening’.47 However, at an operational level, the focus is often upon technical and resource 

capacity, rather than political accountability. For instance, the project approved by the Adaptation 

Fund in the Solomon Islands identifies the lack of ‘technical capacities, personnel, resources...[and] 

relevant climate change information’ within the government, but makes no reference to limitations 

of political capacity in its risk assessment.48 

One proposed solution may be for UNFCCC funds to modify the form of their financial assistance 

according to the recipient’s implementing capacity. For instance, requiring developing countries to 

have a co-financing strategy (as under the LDCF) is a concern if the finance which is contributed by 

the government is managed with little transparency and accountability due to widespread political 

corruption. In such a situation, mechanisms under the UNFCCC should be prepared to 

‘replac[e]...budgetary support with externally controlled project management’.49 In this way, 

‘[h]ighly vulnerable countries’ can continue to ‘obtain the lion’s share of adaptation resources’, while 

‘their low implementation capacity’ is prevented from undermining the effective implementation of 

                                                           
46

 Transparency International, Global Corruption Report: Climate Change, p. xxxi. 
47

 Transitional Committee, Report of the Transitional Committee for the Design of the Green Climate Fund to 
the seventeenth session of the Conference of the Parties, p. 10. 
48

 Adaptation Fund, Project/programme proposal: Solomon Islands, Retrieved 20 October 2011 from 
<http://www.adaptation-fund.org/sites/default/files/SI%20final%20project.pdf>, p. 7. 
49

 R. Barr et al., ‘Adaptation investments: a resource allocation framework’, p. 845. 
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funds, by UNFCCC mechanisms taking a ‘more hands-on approach in project implementation’.50 

Nonetheless, it is important that removing project implementation from the hands of the recipient 

country is approached with caution. It is crucial that the correct balance is struck between protecting 

the right of developing countries to have agency and control over the allocation of adaptation 

finance (in accordance with their contextually-specific needs), while also respecting ‘the need for 

those countries contributing resources to account’ for the use of their funds.51  

 

Equity in Funding Adaptation  

A gender-sensitive approach 

The importance of adopting a gender-sensitive approach which facilitates greater equity stems from 

the particular vulnerability of women to the effects of climate change. Such vulnerability arises from 

a number of factors. Not only do women ‘constitute the majority of the world’s poor’, but their 

livelihoods are ‘more dependent...on natural resources that are threatened by climate change’.52 

Such difficulties are then compounded by ‘social, economic and political barriers that limit their 

coping capacity’.53 

The importance of gender has been recognised to a certain extent. For instance, the project funded 

in the Solomon Islands under the Adaptation Fund has been designed to incorporate a ‘gender 

analysis’, with the monitoring stage to include the identification of opportunities for the ‘increased 

active participation of women’.54 However, there exist inconsistencies in the extent to which gender 

                                                           
50

 ibid. 
51

 Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency, Finance, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 
<http://www.climatechange.gov.au/government/international/finance.aspx>. 
52

 UN WomenWatch, Women and Climate Change Factsheet, Retrieved 1 October 2011 from 
<http://www.un.org/womenwatch/feature/climate_change/downloads/Women_and_Climate_Change_Factsh
eet.pdf>, p. 1. 
53

 ibid. 
54

 Adaptation Fund, Project/programme proposal: Solomon Islands, p. 37. 
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equality is preserved. For instance, the three chairs chosen for the Green Climate Fund’s Transitional 

Committee - Mexico’s Finance Minister, Norway’s state secretary in the Ministry of Finance, and 

South Africa’s head of the National Planning Commission - are all male.55 That such a gender 

imbalance is able to exist is the result of an absence of a comprehensive framework protecting 

access to, and representation of, women in processes around adaptation in developing countries. 

 

Participatory decision-making 

As for a participatory approach to allocating adaptation finance, it is critical that ‘[r]egular spaces for 

dialogue, debate and negotiation’ are created which ‘effectively enable broad stakeholder 

participation’.56 Participation is a means of remedying the paradox of constructing international 

mechanisms around adaptation - that ‘climate change is a global risk, yet vulnerability is locally 

experienced’.57 It is this local experience which can be foregrounded by pursuing a process of 

community-based adaptation, whereby projects are ‘based on local assessment’ and are ‘relevant to 

local communities and people’.58 Such a strategy will increase the responsiveness of internationally-

developed frameworks to individual needs, and hence their perceived legitimacy. By providing 

‘recipients’ of adaptation finance with ‘the dominant voice in the decision-making procedures’, one 

possible outcome may be a greater level of success in integrating adaptation with development, as 

that process ‘will ultimately require the buy-in not just of governments, but of stakeholders at all 

                                                           
55

 L. Schalatek, A tentative start for the Transitional Committee: Of troikas, tensions, test balloons, work themes 
and transparency issues, Retrieved 8 October 2011 from 
<http://www.boell.org/downloads/Schalatek_Tentative_Start_for_the_TC.pdf>, p. 2. 
56

 A. Jones et al., Pro-poor governance of global adaptation funds: A discussion paper, p. 5. 
57

 J. Ayers, ‘Resolving the adaptation paradox: Exploring the potential for deliberative adaptation policy-making 
in Bangladesh’, Global Environmental Politics, Vol. 11, No. 1, 2011, p. 62. 
58

 A. Jones et al., Pro-poor governance of global adaptation funds: A discussion paper, p. 1. 
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levels of domestic decision-making’.59 In this way, increasing the equity of the process will feed into 

the efficacy of implementing adaptation.  

Such a participatory approach must exist at an international level (that is, in the governance of funds 

under the UNFCCC), as well as at a project level (that is, by involving stakeholders in local community 

projects which have been funded through resources associated with the UNFCCC). With regards to 

the latter, as the ultimate beneficiaries of adaptation projects are the citizens of a developing 

country, it is their needs which must form the yardstick for determining the most appropriate 

allocation of adaptation funds. Recognition of this concept is reflected in the project funded by the 

Adaptation Fund in the Solomon Islands. The design of this project is described as being based upon 

a process of ‘community based adaptation’, whereby ‘[c]ommunities will be engaged using 

participatory approaches’.60 Again, Australia’s approach could be examined as a further model for 

best practice. Having allocated AU$134 million towards adaptation under its fast-start financing 

commitments, it intends to utilise these resources towards ‘funding community-based adaptation 

activities through the GEF Small Grants Program’ and thus ‘facilitating local adaptation action’.61 

Within the context of the UNFCCC more broadly, however, there exist greater inconsistencies in 

ensuring participatory decision-making. Certainly, such processes are ostensibly protected by the 

Convention, which states that ‘[t]he financial mechanism shall have an equitable and balanced 

representation of all Parties’.62 Accordingly, decisions adopted by the board governing the 

Adaptation Fund are based upon a ‘majority representation of developing countries in a context of 

consensus-based decision making’.63 However, such processes appear to carry only the illusion of 

participation. Indeed, consensus-based procedures are criticised for being ‘susceptible to “backroom 
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 B. Müller, International adaptation finance: the need for an innovative and strategic approach, p. 29. 
60

 Adaptation Fund, Project/programme proposal: Solomon Islands, p. 16. 
61

 Australian Government, Australia’s Fast-Start Finance: Update Report, Retrieved 10 October 2011 from 
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 United Nations, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Article 11. 
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 A. Jones et al., Pro-poor governance of global adaptation funds: A discussion paper,  p. 12. 
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deals” by the representatives of the powerful [developed] countries’.64 As ‘consensus is reached 

when the chair of a meeting is convinced that there is no opposition to a decision’, mechanisms such 

as the Adaptation Fund tend to be governed on a ‘no-objection basis’.65 There is thus no true 

application of equitable participation in a substantial sense. Moreover, the character of those actors 

permitted to participate in governing the Adaptation Fund is limited to government bodies, with ‘no 

direct representation’ or ‘voting rights for non-governmental stakeholders’.66 As such, organisations 

representing those vulnerable communities which are to be directly affected by the allocation of 

financial assistance are excluded from decisions of clear significant importance to them. 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, to safeguard the quality of the process by which adaptation finance is allocated, a 

comprehensive and cross-mechanism framework must be developed at the UNFCCC level. Certainly, 

notions of ‘efficacy’ and ‘equity’ have been operationalised to some extent, such that that these 

concepts are not entirely absent in mechanisms funding adaptation. Rather, the key flaw in existing 

approaches is that criteria for the implementation of adaptation are not applied with any measure of 

consistency. The task ahead is thus to scale up existing recognition of, and models for, ‘efficacy’ and 

‘equity’ (however limited) to form a common platform for allocating adaptation finance within all 

mechanisms associated with the UNFCCC. Crucially, far from being simply a matter of ideals, this is 

an issue of practical necessity. Money is not a solution in and of itself. The history of development 

aid, and the continued persistence of poverty despite the flows of billions of dollars into vulnerable 

countries, is a clear case in point. Until a more comprehensive framework is forthcoming, progress 

                                                           
64

 Transparency International, Global Corruption Report: Climate Change, p. 227. 
65

 ibid. 
66

 A. Jones et al., Pro-poor governance of global adaptation funds: A discussion paper,  p. 12. 
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towards the long-term goal of increasing the adaptive capacities of developing country Parties will 

remain stagnated.  
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