AIACC Africa/IOIS Regional Workshop, Dakar, Senegal

Day 2 (March 25, 2004)

Breakout Session C: Lessons from Coping with Current Climate for Future Adaptation: How useful is it to rely on adaptation to current climate variability as a means for assessing capacity to adapt to future climate change?

Chair : Bill Dougherty

Reporter : Molly Hellmuth

These notes are designed to follow the flow of the discussion in the session, highlighting some of the important points and examples.

The session began with an initial conceptualization of the question by the session chair, Bill Dougherty. 
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Figure 1. Conceptualizing the Question.

The figure indicates that if our current coping capacity were to remain the same over time, and climate change continues to increase, there will be a resultant gap in our ability to cope with future climate change. However, if we increase our coping capacity (incrementally), perhaps we can close the gap. 

Bill then followed this conceptualization of the problem by posing two questions:

· Why should we consider that the lessons learned from historical/current adaptation measures are a good indicator for adaptation to future changes?

· Why should we believe that incremental changes in capacity (I.e. human, physical) would help us to prepare for long-term climate change?

As a result of this initial framing of the problem several concerns were immediately raised by the group:

1. Where we currently are in terms of being adapted is important! We can’t incrementally adapt if we are not already adapted to current climate. (The coping capacity level in figure 1 needs to be lowered in order to reflect reality).

2. Climate change is not going to be a static, linear future process. Moreover, climate change has not been a static linear process in the past. (Add some noise to the climate change line in Figure 1, above).

3. Incremental changes may not work. The effectiveness of incremental changes is both case specific, and sector specific. For example, incremental change may not be as valid for sea level rise concerns as agricultural sector concerns (precautionary principal may apply). The consideration of risks and consequences plays a role here. 

4. In addition, there may be a point where incremental change is no longer sustainable or effective, an abrupt shift in coping strategy may need to occur.

In response to these criticisms, which I think were derived mainly from the initial focus on incremental changes—the following points were made:

1. Historical adaptation has not always been incremental. 

a. For example, migration from drought in the past has represented an abrupt shift from agricultural production of an area, to abandonment.

b. Policy change in California agriculture—in ability to cope with successive droughts forced a change in policy to bring in water markets.

2. When incremental adaptation has occurred in the past, it has in some cases been successful.

a. Example: Egyptian agricultural practices (change in crops, technologies, etc)

Based on these observations, it followed that the fundamental issue was sustainability of these past adaptation measures. How robust are they to current climate? Can they withstand future climate change? As we saw in California, a policy change can occur if current practice is not adequate/sustainable. However, there are other cases were poor policy measures can prolong unsustainable practices.

Finally, we came full circle to the topic: So what can we learn from past adaptation measures?

1. One major aspect is that consideration of the effectiveness of past adaptation measures forces you to consider human, social, and cultural aspects of adaptation. It brings to the for front the REAL obstacles that communities, policy makers have faced in combating the problem.

2. A possible shortcoming of much of the current adaptation work is it is often approached from purely technical point of view, ignoring some of the development lessons of the past—technical solutions need to be appropriate to their context. 

3. Lessons can be learned from both failures and successes.

Point 3 raises the question: “Yes but, how do we know if adaptation measures are successful?”

We need to understand what the adaptation baseline is. We can consider the case of  climate variability/extreme events, and the quantification of the respective ‘damages’:

· Health, mortality

· Economic

Consideration of trends in the above disaster-related damages has shown that there has been an overall reduction in mortality, and an increase in economic losses. Allows policy maker to directly evaluate the effectiveness of the disaster risk reduction policies.























































