
Benoît Mayer
PhD student, National University of Singapore

Research assistant, McGill university

Initiative on Climate Adaptation Research and Understanding through the Social Sciences:

Climate Vulnerability and Adaptation: Marginal Peoples and Environments.

May 6, 2011.



 Statistic uncertainty. Between 50million and 1billion by 2050.

 Cause: sea-level rise (low lying islands and coastal areas) or 
drought / desertification / land degradation.

 Following sudden disasters or slow-onset environmental 
change.

 Indirect causation:
◦ Conflicts induced by climate change,

◦ Incoming climate migration flows,

◦ Mitigation or adaptation projects (e.g.: construction of dams).

 No specific international status, except for soft-law 
protection of IDPs.
◦ Outside the scope of the Refugee Convention, that requires a “well 

founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion.”
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 As a human rights issue: aiding migrants, 
especially after their arrival; recognizing an 
international legal status like political 
refugees?

 As a security issue: preventing illegal 
migration and related criminality (human 
trafficking, political instability, etc.).

 As an adaptation to climate change:
migration is the most “instinctive” adaptation 
strategy to environmental change.
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I. Reconciling migration and adaptation
A. Migration as an adaptation failure

B. Migration as an adaptation strategy

II. Framing a migratory adaptation strategy
A. Circular migration

B. Individual assimilation

C. Temporary displacement

D. Permanent resettlement
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Migration

Adaptation 
failure

Conflicts
Socio-political instability

Organized criminality

Increased scarcity.
Economic  downturn
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From: International Organization for Migration, Disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation 
and environmental migration: A Policy Perspective, 
http://www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/shared/shared/mainsite/activities/env_degradation/DRR-CCA-
Policy-Paper-Final.pdf
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 Sometimes, the only sustainable adaptation strategy
◦ Early action may minimize costs.
◦ Problem: scientific uncertainty; need for an early international 

commitment.

 Comparing costs with advantages.
◦ Migration may be a costly strategy on the short term, but a 

great one on the long term – especially if it is supported by 
adapted policies.

◦ Problem: each actor considers only its own costs and 
advantages and migration may be seen as “outsourcing” the 
cost of adaptation.

 Taking security into consideration. 
◦ Increasingly extreme and frequent natural disasters: 

migration as the safest adaptation strategy.
◦ Problem: again, scientific uncertainty; need for an early 

international commitment and cooperation; “objective” 
evaluation of risks.
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 Diversity of migratory adaptation strategies:
◦ Individual or collective,
◦ Temporary or definitive,
◦ Distance (e.g., internal or international),
◦ Political support.

Individual Communities

Temporary Circular migration Temporary

displacement

Definitive Individual

assimilation abroad

Permanent

resettlement
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 Examples:
◦ Countries of the Sahel: “eating the dry season” (tradition)
◦ Colombia: “temporary and circular labor migration” 

program.

 Advantages:
◦ Decreased pressure on natural resources,
◦ Development (importation of knowledge) that may help 

adaptation,
◦ If need be, may help future resettlement through 

creating social links with the place of destination.

 Limits:
◦ Does not directly decrease vulnerability to extreme 

natural hazards,
◦ Gender dimension: women are often left home.
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 Examples:
◦ Bangladesh: ½ million IDPs per year.

◦ Maldives population policy.

◦ Tuvalu emigration to New Zealand.

◦ Ethiopia policy during the 1984-85 famine: 
600,000 IDPs.

 Advantages:
◦ Improving the allocation of natural resources.

 Limits: 
◦ Destruction of social and economic links,

◦ Risk of rejection at the place of destination.

13Benoît Mayer



 Examples:
◦ “Katrina” in New Orleans (2005): hundred of thousands.
◦ Floods in Pakistan (2010): about 7 million.

 Advantages:
◦ Temporary decrease of the vulnerability of a population.

 Limits: 
◦ Human cost (e.g.: health),
◦ Lost of properties.

 Clearly a failure of adaptation, but the possibility 
of such a failure should be evaluated and 
anticipated: disaster management strategy.
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 Examples:
◦ Vietnamese “living with floods” program: 20,000 persons 

locally resettled.
◦ Carteret Islands relocation program, being implemented.
◦ Kivalina, Alaska: project adopted in 1992, not implemented 

yet.
◦ Tuvalu: project rejected by the new Prime Minister: “a 

resettlement would destroy the very fabric of our 
nationhood and culture”: “the last option – an option we do 
not want to face.” 

 Advantages:
◦ Durable adaptation,
◦ Collective migration may help protect social and economic

links.
 Limits: 

◦ Need for great public support to fund and to protect social 
and economic links and the cultural identity.

◦ Difficult decision-making.
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I. Reconciling adaptation and migration
A. Migration as an adaptation failure

B. Migration as an adaptation strategy

II. Framing a migratory adaptation strategy
A. Circular migration

B. Individual assimilation

C. Temporary displacement

D. Permanent resettlement
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 Migration as a burden or as an opportunity?
◦ From climate “emigration” to climate “immigration.” Climate 

migration “pulls” in certain places: Russia, Canada, United States…

 Role of the international community?
◦ Cancun “enhanced action on adaptation” includes “Measures to 

enhance understanding, coordination and cooperation with regard 
to climate change induced displacement, migration and planned 
relocation, where appropriate, at the national, regional and 
international levels.”

 Concretely, how to balance costs with uncertain 
advantages? When is in situ adaptation too dangerous?
◦ Different ways of conceiving adaptation: “no regret” or “low regret” 

policy, or precautionary principle, or avoiding unsustainable 
investments, or averting catastrophic risk, etc.

 Decision-making process: who chooses?
◦ Democratic vs. “technocratic” decision-making. Forced 

evacuation? 
◦ How to protect a minority opposed to a collective resettlement?
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 Thank you for your attention!
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Why is Renewable Energy important 
for adaptation?

Power early warning systems to reduce 
the impact of climate hazards

Provide electricity and water to prepare 
for and recover from climate hazards;

Provide additional income and 
livelihood opportunities to improve 
long-term adaptive capacities.
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Why Political Ecology?
Political ecology:

Relationships Institutions, markets, local response 
to development interventions and 
effects of development on 
environment

Analysis Social, economic, institutional and 
political context under which 
development and climate change 
projects take place

Adaptation Energy supply risks (physical and 
geopolitical environments); 
centralized and descentralized 
governance; common property 
resources



5

Haga clic para cambiar el estilo
de título

• Haga clic para modificar el estilo de texto
del patrón

• Segundo nivel
• Tercer nivel
• Cuarto nivel
• Quinto nivel

5

The Pressure and Release Model

Source:  Wisner, et.al.

Root Causes Dynamic Pressures
Unsafe      

Conditions Disaster Hazard

Limited access to:

Lack of local 
instituttions, training, 
local investments

Physical 
Environment Risk= Earthquake

Power Local economy Hazard

Highwinds 
(cyclone, 
hurricane, 
typhoon)

Structures

Macro forces: 
deforestation and 
decline in soil 
productivity Social relations X Flooding

Resources
Public actions and 
institutions Vulnerability Landslide
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Source:  CONRED

Location of systems in Guatemala

Communities surveyed
Guatemala 65
Nicaragua 28

People interviewed in- 
country

Guatemala 203
Nicaragua 210

Roles:
Collaborators 11
Committee Positions 41
Users 350
Government 11

Location of systems in Nicaragua
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Perceptions of the role of 
renewable energy in coping 
with climate hazards
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Do you think that having a RE system helps 
you cope better with climate hazards?
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Do you think that having a RE system helps you 
cope better with climate hazards?

Yes
Safety
Communications
Illumination and awareness
Reliability

No
Dangerous
Not reliable
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Responses of renewable 
energy technologies 
towards climate hazards
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How has the technology responded to 
the last climate hazards?

Solar
Most haven’t suffered problems
A subset had to be reinstalled after Hurricane 
Felix
Many don’t work when there is bad weather
A few were burnt by lightning
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How has the technology responded to 
the last climate hazards?

PV Battery Charging Stations
Home installations destroyed when homes 
blew apart
Panels and batteries deteriorated
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How has the technology responded to 
the last climate hazards?

Hydro
Hydro’s tend to work better during the rainy 
season because there is more water
One hydro has been 

destroyed during Hurricane’s 
Mitch and Stan
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Social networks and other 
technologies enabled by 
renewable energy technologies 
during climate hazards
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Social Networks
Unity/organization
Evacuation centers

Other Technologies
Illumination
Communication
Medical equipment

Additional benefits of renewable energy in 
coping with climate hazards
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Cross-cutting issues
Renewable energy for development and 
for disaster relief provide different 
results
Community governance schemes differ 
with centralized and decentralized 
systems
Centralized and decentralized 
government institutions have an impact
People’s perceptions are a main driver
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The Pressure and Release Model

Source:  Wisner, et.al.
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Thank you
Questions?  Comments?

debora.ley@ouce.ox.ac.uk
+502 4059 0397
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Interdisciplinarity

Ought Is 
Arts  

Social Sciences  

Natural Sciences  

“I’m an idealist without illusions.” – JFK 



Moral Limit in Climate Change 
Politics



• At what point does one reasonably concede 
that the realities of world politics require 
compromise from cherished principles or 
moral ends, and that what has been achieved 
is ethically justified?

Question



Climate Realism



• Does the distribution of military and economic 
resources impede international cooperation 
even if there is a net benefit from working 
together?

– Neoliberal institutionalists  Absolute-gains

– Neorealists   Relative-gains

Relative-Gains vs Absolute-Gains Debate



• Absolute-gains prevail in many interpretations 
of climate change policy

– In the Stern Review:

• “The estimated effects of even ambitious climate 
change policies on economic output are estimated to be 
small—around 1% or less of national and world product, 
averaged across the next 50 to 100 years” (Stern, 2006 
248). 

Absolute-Gains Prevail in 
Mainstream Climate Policy Analysis



Example: Absolute-Gains from 
Climate Change
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• States are concerned about losing their 
position in the international system relative to 
others because this compromises their 
chances of survival: 

– “It is more important to make sure that *a state+ 
does better, or at least no worse, than the other 
state in any agreement” (Mearsheimer, 1994)

Relative-Gains Concerns



Example: Relative-Gains from 
Emissions Trading

(Underdal et al., 2011)
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• Relative-gains concerns significant when:

1) Defectors from cooperation cannot be excluded 
from benefitting 

• In climate change, defectors CANNOT be excluded 
from benefits  relative-gains concerns more 
important

2) Gains are large enough to be “security relevant”

• But what does it mean to be “security relevant”? 

• It is actually the strategic environment in which the 
cooperative venture takes place that determines 
whether relative-gains are significant or not  

Are Relative-Gains Always 
Significant?



1) Distribution of Material Capabilities
• Costs of climate change are now much more salient 

and larger than first believed

• The threat of significant future climate change 
damages resulting from catastrophic climate change 
puts greater emphasis on keeping resources available 
for future domestic adaptation

2) Distribution of Interests
• The rise of emerging economies has made 

established powers, particularly the US, more 
sensitive to international resource transfers, 
particularly to China

Changes in the Strategic Environment 
that Make Relative-Gains more Salient



• Given the magnitude of resource transfers 
envisioned, highly industrialized countries 
decide that it is more prudent to conserve 
those resources for the uncertain needs of the 
future, including domestic adaptation. 

• States will favour attempts to increase their 
domestic adaptive capabilities—that is, 
power—because domestic adaptation will be 
more secure and independent of the dilemmas 
facing international mitigation and adaptation. 

Climate Realism



Climate Change Policy



• Only beginning to get a handle on the costs of adaptation for developing 
countries

• Existing adaptation financing
– Adaptation Fund (2% tax on CDM): ~$500 MILLION by 2012
– Other adaptation funds: $100-300 MILLION

• Where will the rest of the money come from ?!?!

Source Cost (BILLION USD per year)

World Bank (2006) $9-41 

Stern (2006) $4-37 

Oxfam (2007) > $50

UNDP (2007) $86-109

UNFCCC (2007) $27-66 (Source: IIED 2009)

Estimates of Adaptation Costs



• “In the context of meaningful mitigation actions and 
transparency on implementation, developed countries 
commit to a goal of mobilizing jointly USD 100 billion 
dollars a year by 2020 to address the needs of developing 
countries. This funding will come from a wide variety of 
sources, public and private, bilateral and multilateral, 
including alternative sources of finance. New multilateral 
funding for adaptation will be delivered through effective 
and efficient fund arrangements, with a governance 
structure providing for equal representation of developed 
and developing countries. A significant portion of such 
funding should flow through the Copenhagen Green 
Climate Fund.” (para 8)

Climate Finance:
Copenhagen Accord’s $100 Billion



Show Me the Money!



(Sources: ODA – WB 2008; Adaptation – IIED 2009)
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• Estimates for adaptation financing are for an additional   

0.1%-0.7% GDP 

• Adaptation could require nearly tripling current ODA 

financing

Aid and Adaptation



Limits to Aid Transfers

Gwen Ifill: What promises — given the 

events of the week, the bailout plan, all of 

this — what promises have you and your 

campaigns made to the American people 

that you’re not going to be able to keep?

Joe Biden: Well, the one thing we might 

have to slow down is a commitment we 

made to double foreign assistance. We’ll 

probably have to slow that down.

—2008 US Vice Presidential Debate 



Moral Limit to Climate Change 
Politics



Moral Limits to Climate Change 
Politics
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Horizon of thought on climate change policy
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What…Definitions, again?

• It’s 2011: Why are we still discussing 
definitions?

• Not definitions, but ideas

• Adaptation is a growing field of theory, policy 
and practice

2
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Disaster Risk 
Reduction

Adaptive 
Capacity

Coping

Adaptation

Resilience

Action Landscape

Need to share the same understanding of 
the landscape of action



The Action Landscape
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What is adaptation?

5
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Adapting and Coping: The Classic

6

Source: CARE
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Case 1: Adapting = Coping

7

• There isn’t a difference between the two

• Adaptation means all actions that respond to 
climate change, even short term actions

• Sometimes activities that are described as 
‘adaptation’ fail to reduce vulnerability and 
only provide temporary relief 
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Case 2: Coping as first step toward 
adaptation

8

• Adaptation activities build on existing coping 
activities

• Many coping activities do not consider long-
term, recurring and changing risks

• Since many coping actions come at high cost 
either in the short-term or long-term (or 
both), they are often not good actions to build 
on for more long-term risk reduction 
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Case 3: Coping and adapting related, but 
not the same

9

• Some activities are coping, and other 
activities are adaptation

• That there is a difference in the actual actions 
– in reality there may be a very large grey 
zone and the context matters a lot 
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Lessons about Coping/Adapting

• Not all actions in response to environmental 
change or natural hazards are sustainable

• Adjusting to climate change impacts requires 
a long-term vision, but must not come at the 
expense of well-being later

• Not all actions that people take in response to 
environmental change or natural hazards 
reduce their risk
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The Action Landscape
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Avoids improving 
wellbeing for A at 

the expense of 
wellbeing of B

Avoids 
increasing 
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Short term
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increasing 
sensitivity

Medium 
term
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Why move toward a shared 
understanding of the landscape of action?

• We don’t need to use the same terms or 
define them in the same way, but we need to 
understand the boundaries of each of them

• We need to acknowledge that there is a large 
grey zone, but that ultimately our goal has to 
be the same

12
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