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ABSTRACT

South Asia region is one of the most vulnerable to climate induced hazards and risks. A recent ADB publication
predicts that the region is at risk of losing up to 8.8% GDP due to climate change by the end of the century.
Climate change directly or indirectly affects all sectors of economy and livelihoods of nations and communities
requiring adaptation, mitigation and disaster risk reduction measures so as to reduce and manage increasing
risks and stresses. It is therefore logical that all of the South Asian countries have placed adaptation issues
on high priority — many already mainstreaming and integrating climate change risks in their socio-economic
development policies, plans and programs. Synergy is also gradually developing among sustainable
development, environmental conservation and climate change adaptation including disaster risk reduction.
Developing capacity of the closely interwoven socio-agro-ecological systems that prevail in South Asia seem
to be the running thread among these three important pillars of human development and nature conservation.
Recognizing that climate change is one of the newest drivers of change, this paper describes why the current
state of scattered, fragmented and micro scale adaptation work in the region need to scale up and scale-out
for building a resilient and prosperous South Asia. Multiple approaches are adopted and practiced to design
and implement adaptation programs. Participatory visioning and planning of adaptation goal and action is an
accepted practice in South Asia countries that are reflected in most of the community-based and ecosystem
based adaptation (CBA and EbA) work being undertaken by governmental, non-governmental and community
based agencies. However, these local plans are confined to limited budget, geography, population and scope
often aimed at reducing the direct and urgent impacts. Given that climate change impacts are not limited to
any administrative, ecological and political boundaries as well as it has slow onset process, there is a need to
upscale (vertically to policies and programmes) as well as out-scale (horizontally) to larger areas, population
and landscape to make adaptation sustainable and resilient to deal with increasing frequency and severity of
climate induced risks and hazards. For a tangible and sustained adaptation impact, emphasis need to be laid
on identifying innovative ideas and practices that contribute towards improved ecosystem and social services,
help make infrastructures more climate resilient, and human development more sustainable. This way, we can
achieve adaptation at scale which can also help achieve transformative adaptation. In fact, scaled-up and
scale-out and transformative adaptation work underpin sustainable development and biodiversity conservation
that can help South Asian countries achieve both Sustainable Development Goals and Aichi Biodiversity
Targets.
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1. BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION

South Asia is one of the most vulnerable sub-
continents to climate change. Rapid melting of
Himalayan glaciers, increasing frequency and
intensity of extreme events such as floods,
droughts and cyclones followed by
unprecedented hydrological disasters and
damages to lives and properties mean that South
Asian population has to scale-up and scale-out
on-going adaptation efforts. Scaling up and
scaling out are emerging concepts on adaptation
planning and implementation to respond to
growing climatic and non-climatic
vulnerabilities faced by poor, disadvantaged and
resource poor households and communities. It
focuses on scale, skill, and speed that are the
attributes of transformative adaptation. It is an
idea that goes beyond the business as usual
(BAU) adaptation approach which in most of the
South Asian countries is characterised by
unplanned or autonomous adaptation. The
transformative adaptation is based on innovative,
novel and game-changing idea. Policy makers
and donors at all levels are pressing for
adaptation solutions that are scalable and
transformational in response to rapidly changing
nature and scale of the climate vulnerability and
impact. Many governments are reforming
policies to encourage scalable adaptation (e.g.
National Adaptation Plan or NAP) because up-
scaling and out-scaling are necessary for
mobilising maximum adaptation funding from
development partners and generating benefits to
vulnerable communities, people and their
physical and organizational assets.

1.1. Why current adaptation efforts need to
scale-up and be transformative?

Most of on-going adaptation interventions in
South Asia and elsewhere in developing
countries involve incremental approaches
intended to protect and sustain existing systems
and practices. A recent review by OXFAM
(Sterrett, C, 2011) concluded that “adaptation
efforts in South Asia have so far been
fragmented, lacking a strong link between

national climate change strategies and plans, and
existing disaster risk reduction, agricultural, and
other relevant policies”. For example community
based adaptation (CBA) is commonly practiced
in most of the SAARC countries which remains
narrow focused on soft measures such as
capacity building and institutional coordination.
In recent years, there is move to promote new
breed of adaptation that is popularly known as
Ecosystem based adaptation or EbA.

1.2. What are EbA and CBA?

The CBD expert group has defined EbA as ‘the
use of biodiversity and ecosystem services to
help people adapt to the adverse effects of
climate change’ (CBS, 2010). The approach
includes ‘sustainable management, conservation
and restoration of ecosystems, as part of an
overall adaptation strategy that takes into
account the multiple social, economic and
cultural co-benefits for local communities’ .
Typical EbA activities and benefits accrued
include: a) maintaining and restoring “natural
infrastructure” such as critical watersheds; b)
protecting and restoring natural areas of cultural
or religious significance, c) enhancing the
availability of natural resources as a source of
food, water and biodiversity; d) supporting
indigenous peoples and local communities to
adapt to climate change; and e) maintaining
connectivity of ecosystems in production
landscapes to provide habitats for threatened
floras and faunas.

Community-Based Adaptation (CBA) has been
defined as, “a community-led process, based on
communities’ priorities, needs, knowledge and
capacities, which should empower people to plan
for and cope with the impacts of climate change.”
(Reid et al., 2009). It is also known as the Human
Rights Based approach to climate change
adaptation (CCA). Typical CBA activities
include: a) livelihoods resilience (examples:
drought tolerant crops, income diversification
etc.); b) disaster risk reduction to minimize the
impact of hazards; c) capacity strengthening of
local civil society and government institutions;
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and d) advocacy and social mobilization to
address the underlying causes of vulnerability,
including poor governance.

2. LIMITATIONS OF EBA AND CBA

Recognizing the integral relationship between
ecosystems and livelihoods and the threat and
risk of climate change to the wvulnerable
communities and fragile ecosystems, EBA is
being promoted by conservation and
development  organisations  especially in
mountains and coastal areas in South Asia. Many
successful case studies and pilots exist in EbA
but most of them lack scientific vulnerability
assessment and robust evidence of their
effectiveness to address the climate driven risks
and hazards. There are also few case studies on
either the cost-effectiveness of EbA or on the
assessment of its social value since most impacts
of climate change often disproportionately affect
the most vulnerable communities. There are also
scattered literature and knowledge gaps with
respect to EbA. Empirical materials relevant to
EbA are dispersed in forest and natural resource
management, disaster risk reduction and agro-
ecology. Evidence and lessons learnt from these
disciplines have not been well collated and
widely shared to inform decision makers to
decide on best adaptation options. It is felt that
EBA assumes that extant ecosystems deliver
services on which people depend indicating a
need for more emphasis on human-capacity
building as done by the CBA.

CBA also has a number of limitations. For
example, a majority of people in mountain, coast
land and dry land contexts depend on ecosystem
goods and services. But CBA does not directly
consider improving the quality and quantity of
ecosystem goods and services or natural
resources as well as biodiversity explicitly while
designing adaptation strategies. CBA also does
not consider improving the human induced
management capacity building to improve and
sustain the flow of specific ecosystem services
(e.g. forest products).

3. NEED FOR INTEGRATING EBA, CBA
AND DRR THROUGH
TRANSFORMATIVE ADAPTATION

Conceptually, all adaptation tools especially
CBA and EBA but also the disaster risk
reduction measures are people-centred and aim
at reducing the damage to lives and livelihoods.
Since in South Asia over 60% of the population
draw their livelihoods from Agriculture
including natural resources, ensuring sustained
flow of ecosystem goods and services is must in
people-centred adaptation. Such adaptation
should aim to scale up and advocate community-
driven process and address ecological and social
complexity prevailing in a particular locality or
an ecosystem. There is a need to recognize the
relevance of local specificities since adaptation is
essentially and inevitably done at local scale.
Integrated approaches in which both society and
nature based solutions are packaged under one
umbrella adaptation scheme have a better chance
to forcefully address shortcomings of not only
the EbA and CBA but also others. Such an
adaptation is both people and ecosystem-centred
adaptation which is defined as “adaptation
planning and action that adheres both to human
rights-based principles and principles of sound
environmental management and successfully
manage climate variability and long-term
change” (ELAN, 2010). This is close to what
IPCC calls a Transformative Adaptation.

4. APPROACH TO TRANSFORMATIVE
ADAPTATION

Transformative adaptation is defined as
“Adaptation that changes the fundamental
attributes of a system in response to climate and
its effects”, (IPCC, 2014). Scaled-up adaptation
leads to “more quality benefits to more people
over a wider geographic area more quickly, more
equitably and more lastingly”. This is a vertical
process and involves expansion from grassroots
organizations to local, sub-national to national
institutions and policies. Scaled-out adaptation
involves activities that show expansion in



Madhav Karki

guantitative scale and/or size covering more
partners and beneficiaries in larger geographical
areas spending higher budgets.

More than one process can happen at the same
time. Scaling up is using knowledge,
information, capacity and lessons learned from
good adaptation practices to inform local,
provincial and national-level policies, plans,
programs and also leads to network formation.
Scaled-out adaptation benefits more people in
more vulnerable communities, in significantly
larger numbers quickly, equitably, and lastingly.
It is a horizontal process that refers to
geographical spread or replication on a larger
beneficiary scale, from hundreds to thousands or
millions of people. This shows that
transformative and scaled-up and scaled-out
adaptation solutions are both complimentary and
synergistic.

5. PATHWAYS FOR TRANSFORMATIVE
OR SCALED-UP ADAPTATION

As mentioned above, transformative adaptation
leads to “more quality benefits to more people
over a wider geographic area in a faster, more
inclusive and more sustainable manner compared
to comparable work." It is both a vertical and
horizontal process and involves expansion from
the level of grassroots organizations, villages to
municipalities, provinces, and country level
institutions and  policies. For example
transformation of ecosystems will be a
permanent shift to an alternative stable
ecosystem state and can be characterised by
resilient socio-ecological systems based on
resilient thinking (Walker et al., 2004).

In a transformed ecosystem, goods and services
are more aligned to the needs of both the
concerned society and ecology. Transformation
of decision making system in adaptation is
characterized by: a) network based partners; b)
multiple source of knowledge, and c) equitable
access to resource (Gorddard et al., 2016) which
are vital elements in the A@SP project activities.

6. TRANSFORMATIVE ADAPTATION
NEEDS TRANSFORMATION CAPACITY
DEVELOPMENT

In climate change adaptation, evidence from the
ground (WRI, 2015) indicates that currently
available capacity building efforts are
fragmented, scattered and spread out too thin.
However, new and enhanced capacity is essential
to enable the type of change that can help
stakeholders to negotiate co-management and
engage in co-production (e.g. PES mechanism)
or benefit from climate services and
technological support (e.g. Chaffin et al., 2016).
Therefore, transformative adaptation, first and
foremost, will need transformative capacity
development and adaptive and transformative
governance. This will prepare the partners to
undertake the type of change that enables them
to design and implement transformative
adaptation. For example, socio-economic and
ecosystem based adaptation (EbA) opportunities
requires specific types of capacity for multi-
hazard based vulnerability impact assessment,

biodiversity  conservation and ecosystem
management (Dixit, Karki et al.,, 2015).
Similarly, CBA requires community
mobilization and social and environmental
awareness raising and adaptive capacity
building.

Policy makers, adaptation managers, capacity
building organizations including universities in
South Asia should proactively develop and
enhance cross-sectoral partnerships and rapid
learning to promote transformational approaches
to adaptation. Since climate change vulnerability
and impacts are becoming more severe every
year, especially in highly vulnerable countries
like Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Nepal, and
Afghanistan, adaptation has to go beyond the
business as usual (BAU) approach and move in
the trajectory of transformational pathways.
South Asian countries need adaptation that seeks
to replace fragile systems with new or functional
ones to better meet the unpredictable nature of
future climatic change. Most of the adaptation
work currently being undertaken in the above
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countries aims at doing incremental adaptation
but most of them fail to achieve what they set out
to accomplish. These activities essentially try to
fill in identified ‘adaptation deficiencies’, or
‘gaps’ and in this effort also, most of the
initiatives fail to achieve the expected outcomes
as adaptation needs are constantly outpacing the
adaptation responses. This is actually why we
need scaling-up and scaling-out to fill in the
expanding gap and to be able to achieve the
transformative quality of adaptation that the
IPCC recommended way back in 2014 (IPCC,
2014).

7. CONCLUSION

Climate change adaptation is a national priority
for South Asia. But current adaptation activities
are fragmented, scattered and output based. They
are incoherent as shown by plethora of
acronyms: EbA, CBA and DM, DRR and others.
Obviously these activities also have overlaps and
redundancy. There is an urgent need to plan
adaptation in line with sustainable development
as clearly demonstrated by the UN’s sustainable
development goals (SDG). Mountain EbA in
Nepal has been rightly called the Paristhikiya
Pranalima Adharit Anukulan (Socio-ecological
system based adaptation), which is the
recognition of the specificities of mountain
societies and their uniqueness. Similarly, in the
island nation of Sri Lanka, adaptation has to also
be based on combined human-ecosystem and
technology based framework. It can be therefore
argued that transformative adaptation can
promote holistic, integrated, adaptive, multi-
scale, multi-stakeholder and multi-disciplinary
adaptation toward building resilient
communities, ecosystems and country as a whole
in South Asia. Some of the suggestions for
moving on this transformative direction,
especially in wvulnerable countries such as
Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka are outlined
below.

1. Adaptation projects should be treated as
components of the larger sustainable

development programme and be integrated in the

broader landscape-level environment and
development programme from the very
beginning;

2. Adaptation is an on-going process and

essential should play complementary and a
“critical gap filling’ role and be made part of
larger government policy and programme;

3. Many of the current adaptation
programmes are not very different from the
traditional and government run initiatives (e.g.
watershed management, catchment conservation
and degraded land restoration) and programmes);
future adaptation programmes therefore should
not do more of the same but add value, sharpen
focus and deepen the impact of the existing
programmes.

4. Enabling regular and active participation
of all the central agencies from Village and
Municipality to the Centre is one of the key
requirements for achieving adaptation impacts;

5. To become transformative adaptation
initiatives must mobilise and engage all the
communities in a landscape or river basin/sub-
basin level in a mass scale for ensuring outcome
achievement;

6. Scaled-up adaptation activities are
demand-based, mainstreamed, and integrated,
and generate best practices that are both
replicable and up-scalable;

7. Such activities have high local
ownership (e.g. river training, degraded land
restoration/rehabilitation, and water source
protection work) and are operating under popular
community forestry, local water management
and smart agriculture programmes.

8. Finally, transformative  adaptation
interventions should have strong linkages with
the  concerned  Government’s  flagship
programmes such as the National Adaptation
Plan of Action (NAPA), National Adaptation
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Plans (NAP); National Biodiversity Strategy and

Action Plan (NBSAP) and Nationally
Determined Contribution (NDC) of Paris
Agreement; and Sustainable Forest
Management.
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