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Coastal cities and communities in developing countries are particularly vulnerable to sea level 

rise, increased intensity and frequency of storm events, and natural resource collapses projected 

with climate change. Simultaneous exposure to multiple environmental hazards requires complex 

approaches to adaptation. In addition, climate impacts are not the only causes of vulnerability in 

coastal communities; comprehensive resilience strategies must consider other drivers of 

vulnerability, such as poverty and weak economic development.  Given this complicated context 

and the reality of scarce financial and human resources, policymakers must make challenging 

and critical financial decisions. This analysis characterizes global coastal adaptation investments 

to better understand the investment decisions taken by developing countries and the funds 

supporting them. 

Through a review of 60 coastal adaptation projects in 41 countries receiving funding from 

UNFCCC financial mechanisms, and informed by the literature on adaptation typologies, we 

synthesized current and historical approaches to coastal adaptation in developing countries. Our 

findings indicate that essential enabling approaches, as compared to more concrete 

implementation measures, dominate coastal adaptation projects. That this trend has not changed 

over time, suggests that adaptation efforts are still at an early stage with many countries focused 

on preliminary planning and capacity-building. Further analysis was conducted to identify 

whether project activities were contributing to building climate-specific or generic adaptive 

capacity. Activities building generic adaptive capacity address deficiencies in basic human 

development needs, while those building climate-specific adaptive capacity address unique 

vulnerabilities to climate-related threats. We find there is an emphasis on climate-specific 

adaptive capacity, potentially reflecting priorities of the funding sources, and which could be at 

odds with the needs of developing countries to address climate change in synergy with 

development priorities. 

Decisions regarding which adaptation approaches to employ inherently require trade-offs.  While 

numerous studies have analyzed these trade-offs in regional contexts, broader analysis of the 

global portfolio of coastal adaptation investments reveals important lessons about adaptation 

prioritization. Identifying how global adaptation funds have addressed the needs of developing 

countries could support ongoing policy discussions of the appropriate balance between climate-

specific and generic development approaches in the adaptation field.


