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Launched a year ago at the initiative of the Netherlands, the Global Commission on Adaptation’s implicit aim
was to raise climate adaptation’s political profile, thus speeding up action to prepare for climate impacts
globally. The Commission’s flagship report,1 released two weeks ahead of the UN Secretary General Climate
Summit in NY, spells out the case for adaptation, outlines priorities for action and kicks off a ‘year of action’.
What are the report's main takeaways and why was it necessary?

Climate change poses two challenges to our societies: we should try and mitigate the climate breakdown by reducing
our greenhouse gas emissions, while preparing for the inevitable impacts our past emissions will have on climate,
our ecosystems, and our societies. While the world cannot claim to have solved either challenge to date, mitigation
tends to have garnered since Rio’s 1992 Earth Summit more political attention than adaptation. Why, as Christiana
Figueres said, does adaptation tend to be the “Cinderella of climate change”?2
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Mitigation is no piece of cake, but adaptation is conceptually complex and tends to puzzle even a large share of
climate wonks. Climate impacts lack a definitive metric (such as ton of CO2e), they cannot be precisely predicted
in time or location, and they are the product of both climate hazards and socio-economic vulnerability, which, like
adaptation options, are specific to a given sector or context.

Climate impacts disproportionately affect the most vulnerable, and adaptation was traditionally seen as a
development issue affecting developing countries only. The Paris Agreement places a global goal on adaptation
on equal footing with the long-term mitigation goal and the alignment of financial flows (Art. 2.1). However,
tellingly, only developing countries’ Nationally Determined Contributions submitted prior to COP21 in 2015 did
include a section on adaptation—none of the developed countries’ did.

On balance, there is a fear in the climate action space that emphasising the need to adapt might, in comparison,
send the message that we are collectively giving up on reducing emissions too, or detract precious resources for
doing so.

The Commission lines up a stellar cast of 34 current and past ministers, CEOs, mayors, headed by former UN
secretary general Ban Ki-moon, businessman Bill Gates, and CEO of the World Bank Kristalina Georgieva. Together,
they lend their credibility and political weight to the flagship report, which can be seen as an accessible “primer” on
adaptation, highlighting the best known examples of the adaptation literature and with few new contributions. In this
sense, the report complements the existing authoritative publications on climate impacts and adaptation: the IPCC’s
scientific Assessment Reports have conducted impact assessments of climate change since their first edition (1992),
while the United Nations Environment Programme has produced ‘Adaptation Gap’ reports since 2014. But the gap
that the Global Commission’s report aims to fill is about setting guidelines for adaptation and spurring action globally,
by building coalitions between governments, businesses and civil society. This is reflected in its title: “Adapt now: a
global call for leadership on climate resilience”.

Coverage of the report focused on the compelling economic case for adaptation globally, as new analysis showed
that every $1 spent on adaptation could see between $2 and $10 of net economic benefit, and yield human and
environmental benefits. It also shows that current adaptation efforts are insufficient, that they should be led at the
local, national and global levels—which echoes both that adaptation is a global concern (IDDRI, 2015), and that
transboundary cooperation on adaptation may be required (IDDRI, 2018). But the key contribution of the report is to
spell out the key systems that need to better integrate adaptation considerations in terms of planning and financing,
and to define initiatives along 8 action tracks: (1) finance and investment, (2) food security and agriculture, (3) nature-
based solutions, (4) water, (5) resilient cities, (6) locally led action, (7) infrastructure, and (8) preventing disasters.
The Commission also names partner organisations for these tracks and pledges to advance various initiatives under
them. The objectives of these initiatives can seem vague, but interestingly the Commission sets itself an
accountability mechanism by launching a “Year of action”, and inviting readers to take stock of progress made in
these eight tracks at an Adaptation Summit convened in the Netherlands in October 2020.3 This is all the more
valuable as the policy and research community is currently at pain to explain how it will assess progress against the
global adaptation goal as part of the 2023 Global Stocktake mandated under Paris Agreement. Since there are no
commonly agreed ‘adaptation metrics’ and country reports are unlikely to provide reliable and consistent bottom-up
information, IDDRI lays here some first thoughts towards building a global adaptation progress tracker.

How does the 2020 Adaptation Summit fit in with the UNFCCC negotiations? As COP26 in December the same year
will likely focus on the mitigation efforts countries are pledging through their enhanced NDCs and long-term
strategies, the Summit could support the often sought-after ‘balance’ on international governance of mitigation and
adaptation. The Commission itself has no formal mandate from the UN, although 20 developing and developed
countries (e.g. China, Senegal, United Kingdom) committed to work with it. The report sidesteps key issues under
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https://gca.org/global-commission-on-adaptation/our-mission
https://unepdtu.org/project/un-environment-adaptation-gap-reports/
https://gca.org/global-commission-on-adaptation/report
https://gca.org/global-commission-on-adaptation/report
https://www.iddri.org/sites/default/files/import/publications/wp0415_am-tr-st_adaptation-global-concern.pdf
https://www.iddri.org/en/publications-and-events/report/meeting-global-challenge-adaptation-addressing-transboundary-climate
https://www.iddri.org/fr/publications-et-evenements/document-de-travail/vers-un-suivi-de-ladaptation-lechelle-globale


negotiation (loss and damage) or avoids focusing on the international finance transfers issues. This makes it both
more widely accessible to decision-makers and a wider audience alike, but could also make it easy for UNFCCC
delegates to dismiss the outcomes of the 2020 Adaptation Summit.

One of the Commission’s message is that there is no competition between mitigation and adaptation: we need to do
both. Reaching net zero emissions globally, as the Paris Agreement invites us to, entails deeply rewiring the way we
live and produce things. While we work on this, let’s make sure that the transition also accounts for the inevitable
impacts our past and current emissions commit us to.

1 https://cdn.gca.org/assets/2019-09/GlobalCommission_Report_FINAL.pdf  - Lola Vallejo and Alexandre Magnan contributed to two background
papers for the report: Adaptation of Infrastructure Systems (L. Vallejo) and Adaptation as a Global Public Good: Understanding and Managing
Transboundary Climate Risks (A. Magnan).

2 https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/09/10/preparations-climate-crisis-will-save-trillions-commission-finds/

3 It is not yet clear how this initiative will coordinate itself with the mandate given to the United Kingdom (also the host of COP26), Egypt and UNDP
to coordinate action on Resilience and Adaptation for the UNSG Climate Summit.
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