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ISET is an international, non-profit institute with associates and advisors in both the North and the 
South. (http://www.i-s-e-t.org) Individuals and organizations involved in ISET all share a commitment 
to environmentally sustainable development and poverty alleviation. Within this commitment, ISET's 
mission is twofold: First, we seek to improve understanding and elevate the level of dialogue as 
governments and civil society attempt to respond to natural resource, climate and environmental 
challenges in a rapidly changing global context. Second, we seek to serve as a framework for equal 
collaboration between individuals and organizations in the North and South on programs that address 
the first mission. This mission enables us to bring to the program a combination of professional 
expertise and extensive networks of existing partnerships and activities. 
 
ISET is engaged in a number of North � South collaborative projects, only some of which are 
highlighted below: 

1. Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN � funded by the Rockefeller 
Foundation): ISET is working with a number of national level and city level partners in 10 
cities in India, Vietnam, Indonesia and Thailand to help multiple stakeholders in the cities 
jointly develop cross-sectoral strategies to strengthen resilience to climate impacts.  

2. Risk to Resilience in South Asia: This program systematically identified cost effective, 
equitable disaster risk reduction (DRR) strategies that are likely to be robust in the face of 
increasing weather and climate variability. This program was funded by DFID 

3. Adaptation to Climatic Variability and Change: This program (funded by NOAA) researched 
the access to, understanding of and perceptions of weather and climate change information 
in local contexts in South Asia to evaluate the gaps between climate science experts and 
communities on the ground, and how understanding shapes the courses of action individuals 
and households take. 

4. Adaptation and Livelihood Resilience: This program (supported by the IDRC, Canada) 
examined the vulnerabilities of case communities and autonomous adaptation strategies 
individuals, households and communities take in response to climate-related hazards. Pilot 
interventions spanning both hard structural and soft resilience measures were selected by 
communities.  

 
Outcomes and impacts of actions 
 
The above projects have generated a number of impacts and outcomes including:   
 

1) Lessons on how people adapt:   
 

The projects above generated significant understanding of specific actions that individuals, 
households, businesses and communities take in response to the opportunities, constraints and risks 
that climate change poses to their lives. These autonomous actions and choices that people make 
are extremely dependent on their understanding of climate change AND what sorts of institutions 
exist that enable or constrain action.  This includes access to and understanding of climate 
information, and their access to underlying ecosystem, economic, education, social protection, 
transportation and communication systems that can enable their ability to manage risk, cope with 
impacts and adapt to changing climate conditions.   
 
Research under ISET�s Adaptive Strategies Project indicates that actions households in South Asia 
take to protect themselves during flood and drought events depends strongly on several factors.  
Understanding these factors are critical for developing points of entry through which planned adaptive 
strategies could assist autonomous actions (see Moench and Dixit 2007): 
• The ability of information, goods and services to flow into and out of affected areas; 
• Existing patterns of vulnerability created by gender, income and social position; 
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• The extent of diversification of livelihood systems, and the extent to which individuals and 
households have information, skills and opportunities to diversify to less climate-sensitive 
incomes including the ability to migrate or commute  

• The social capital and institutional checks and balances that households have access to 
including education, community institutions such as self-help groups, formal institutions such as 
government departments and banks, NGOs, the media and social networks; 

• The nature of physical infrastructure (communication and early warning systems, roads, 
houses, water supply systems, energy, etc.), in particular: 

o The degree to which such infrastructure is vulnerable to disruption by floods and 
droughts; and 

o How such infrastructure promotes the maintenance of livelihoods during and outside 
of weather/climate related hazards by enabling communication, serving as a point of 
refuge, helping to protect assets, and facilitating the movement of goods, services 
and people; 

• The ability of households in regions to obtain secure sources of water for domestic uses, whether 
from local or trans-boundary sources, water markets or rural supply schemes, and energy for 
domestic use and; 

• Natural resource conditions, particularly the degree to which ground and surface water systems 
have been disrupted or ecosystem services disrupted. 

 
Given the complex, systemic interactions that create vulnerability, there is not likely to be a single 
planned adaptive solution or approach, be that people-centred, market-based or technological that 
meets all adaptation needs. Rather, a combination of �10 %� solutions � such as improving 
communication and transportation networks, access to health care, localized green energy production 
and multiuse flood shelters, for example � are more likely to prove resilient against a variety of slow 
and sudden onset changes AND support autonomous adaptation. 
 

2) Strengthened planning and support for local and community based adaptation 
measures 

The programs above developed innovative processes strengthening the planning and support for 
local and community based adaptation measures through shared learning, building understanding of 
climate change information, and assessing the viability, costs and benefits of adaptation interventions 
that can best strengthen the resilience of the poor. Proactive approaches to climate risk reduction will 
enable communities to make wise adaptation choices based on concise and accessible information. 
Useable climate information depends upon iterative and shared learning between climate scientists, 
governments, and local communities who have unique insights into local climate conditions frequently 
not considered by scientists or policy-makers.  The programs implemented a keystone approach of 
Shared Learning Dialogues (SLDs).  SLDs are iterative small group discussions with multiple 
stakeholders within communities, external climate scientists and other actors to jointly identify climate 
risks, and identify and evaluate strategies for adaptation. Information on vulnerability of populations 
and sectors, and cost-benefit analyses of potential interventions that draw out �who wins� and �who 
pays� are part of this iterative process of learning.  In Nepal, for example, SLDs were used to discuss 
the relative costs and benefits of embankments vs more �people-centred� community based 
adaptation options (such as raising the plinth level of houses, storage of seed grains, forest buffer 
zones along river banks).  These joint assessments highlighted the social and economic viability of 
the people-centred approaches, and the relative negative costs of structural measures to some 
community members who are trapped in waterlogged areas.   Most importantly, this approach has 
built ownership, learning, helped articulate political economy and power differential issues in an 
acceptable way, and led to more acceptable cost effective and implementable strategies.  The SLD 
process has been a key method used in the Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network 
(ACCCRN) to facilitate cities to generate and use climate information, and develop and support locally 
strategies for adaptation (See box below).  It is this SLD process of democratic decision-making 
informed by climate knowledge and consideration of the viability of adaptation interventions 
that may be scaled up more widely in the development of local adaptation strategies. 
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Asian Cities Climate Resilience Network (ACCCRN) 
    ISET, Arup, ProVention and ICLEI are working with a number national and city level partners in India, 
Vietnam, Thailand and Indonesia to assist 10 cities in building resilience to climate change. National level 
project partners include: Mercy Corps and URDI (Indonesia); TEI and ADPC (Thailand); Gorakhpur 
Environmental Action Group and TARU (India); and Challenge to Change and NISTPASS (Vietnam) in a 
project funded by the Rockefeller Foundation.  

SLD process 
In each city, multiple city stakeholders are working with local, national and regional experts to conduct 
impact and vulnerability assessments, review results and develop resilience strategies that incorporate both 
hard and soft resilience measures, and that target the most vulnerable groups.  The assessments identify 
vulnerable areas, people and systems and adaptive capacities on which to build in areas of:  

• Urban built infrastructure such as water supply, waste management, communications and 
transportation networks 

• Governance and institutions and how these enable or constrain risk 
• Social networks and position (gender, livelihood, ethnicity) 
• Access to natural resources (water, energy), markets and finance, education and healthcare 
• Physical exposure to natural hazards 

Insights from the vulnerability analyses are shared and refined through a series of iterative small focus group 
dialogues with local actors in communities, government agencies and specific organizations, called the 
Shared Learning Dialogue (SLDs) process. Additionally, the SLDs are designed to bring together available 
information on climate change with local knowledge and perceptions.  While the city stakeholders are still in 
the process of developing strategies to target the most vulnerable, initial ideas raised include physical / 
structural measures (upgrade water supply systems, alternative and decentralized energy systems); 
environmental measures (improved ecosystem management through retention ponds, mangroves); and 
socio-economic measures (early warning; access to credit and insurance; education and skills-training for 
alternative livelihoods), and more. Emphasis is placed on supporting the development of underlying systems 
that enable people to have options and opportunities for local autonomous action.  However, critical to its 
success is co-ordination with national and regional level planning processes to enable the implementation of 
these strategies through policy or funding support. 
 

Outcomes 
The program is building capacity of city stakeholders to generate and use climate information to make 
informed resilience planning decisions.  Multiple actors, from citizen groups, businesses and the city 
government are engaged in identifying resilience strategies, strengthening the likelihood that measures will 
respond to diverse community needs, and particularly of those most vulnerable. The program is building a 
replicable knowledge base about urban and peri-urban adaptation strategies incorporating people-centred, 
technological and market-based elements and a replicable process for developing local adaptation 
strategies in urban contexts.  
 
See http://www.rockfound.org/initiatives/climate/acccrn.shtml  
 
 
 

3) Supporting communities to live with risk, climate variability and change.   
 

The ability of communities to live with climate risk, variability and change involves a range of actions 
that span both hard resilience (e.g. structural control measures such as embankments or flood 
defence systems) and soft resilience (e.g. social, economic or institutional measures such as 
education for diversifying livelihoods away from climate vulnerable activities) measures.  However, 
the design of structural measures generally depends on precise information about climate impacts 
(e.g. scale of storm surges, frequency and magnitude of extreme events) which is impossible to 
predict.  Hence, their long-term viability becomes more tenuous, and the importance of these 
measures to �safely fail� rather than trying to be �fail safe� is critical.  People then need to have 
measures that enables them to �live with� emerging climate conditions.  
 
For example, through the Shared Learning Dialogue (SLD) process, communities in India and Nepal 
identified a range of strategies that began with conventional approaches of large scale infrastructure 
development (e.g. in Tamil Nadu India, they identified construction of sluice gates or tidal regulators 
across rivers to prevent the intrusion of saline ocean water, improvements in weather information and 
early warning regarding cyclones).  However, as the communities evaluated implications of global 
climate information further, the viability of these measures soon became tenuous as they required 
precise knowledge regarding the anticipated magnitude and frequency of major flood or storm events.  
In coastal areas, if sea levels and/or storm intensity increases, the installation of tidal regulators would 
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do little to limit the intrusion of saline water inland into agricultural areas.  In fact, across most deltaic 
coastal areas where the gradient of the land does not increase rapidly away from the shore, it was 
recognized that strategies for �living with� increasing salinity would be essential.  As a result, the focus 
on strategies for responding to floods, sea level rise and storms through the construction of large-
scale physical barriers gradually declined as understanding increased.  Potential strategies for 
diversifying livelihoods away from climate vulnerable activities, developing new livelihood activities 
consistent with anticipated changes and protecting assets, health and lives in ways that should 
enable communities to �live with� emerging climate conditions became central in community 
strategies. These included: 
 
• Promoting measures to enhance ecosystem management such as rehabilitation of mangroves in 

coastal areas and floodplain regulation through retention ponds; 
 
• Altering production practices such as water demand management, crop cycle management, 

shifting to early maturing varieties of paddy or promoting higher flood-resistant and/or salt tolerant 
crop varieties to adapt to changing production systems; 
Access to information, technologies, inputs and credit to invest in new inputs was critical to 
engage in these new practices.  

 
• Promoting development of new opportunities within changing resource conditions such as 

brackish water agricultural and aquacultural systems in coastal areas 
Coastal communities in Gujarat, India, which have always depended on a combination of farming 
and deep-sea fishing explored systems for lobster �fattening� (essentially using brackish water 
pools to bring lobsters up to commercial size). In Tamil Nadu, India, local communities decided to 
explore possibilities for large-scale farming of emus � birds that are well adapted to saline areas 
and where the meat and eggs have very high value.  They also began to explore options for 
rehabilitating existing brackish water fisheries.   These were first steps moving away from 
agricultural systems dependent on large amounts of fresh water 

 
• Development of household and community based structures for protecting lives and assets  

Communities constructed points of refuge from floods where assets could be protected and 
people could access reliable water supplies and sanitation, rather than reliance on embankments. 
Specific strategies included: 

a. Raising the plinth level of houses 
b. Constructing brick houses and other structures such as schools with flat roofs where 

assets could be stored and people could take refuge during times of flood 
c. Constructing elevated grain banks (loss of grain is a major economic consequence 

of flooding); 
d. Constructing wells and sanitation facilities that can be accessed from the roof of 

houses and other large buildings; 
e. Reducing the impact of floods through planting of forest buffers along vulnerable 

stream areas; and 
 
• Development of early warning systems for transmitting both formal weather forecasts and 

information on river flows and precipitation in upstream areas. 
Specific pilots emerged for using cell phones, village information centres and other 
institutional/technological combinations as mechanisms for improving the functioning and 
institutional robustness of early warning systems. 

 
• Skills training and education for alternative livelihood options, particularly targeting women who 

often have less access to these resources 
Community members were concerned about the viability of their climate sensitive livelihoods, and 
limited opportunities for non-farm work, often as low-skilled workers receiving limited pay and 
poor working conditions.  Skills training in computer skills and English language training for 
community members, particularly women, that facilitate their access to alternate livelihoods were 
supported. 
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Community Based Adaptation in Tamil Nadu, India 
     
As part of the Adaptive Strategies projects supported by IDRC and NOAA, ISET, the Madras Institute of 
Development Studies (MIDS) and Ekgaon Technologies supported communities through the SLD process to 
identify hard and soft adaptation measures in Tamil Nadu, India. Here are the Nagappattinam and Cuddalore 
Districts of the Cauvery River delta a low elevation coastal zone with few areas 10 meters or more above sea 
level. The delta is crisscrossed by a 1,800 year-old irrigation system comprised of a complex network of 
canals, rivers, channels and drainage system.   The region is prone to flooding during monsoon season, and 
the Tamil Nadu coast is subject cyclones and tropical depressions, but communities frequently receive storm 
warnings after the fact. Saline intrusion is already problematic, leading to soil and groundwater salinisation. 
    
Additional human-related pressures, such as the large number of chemical industries located along the 
beaches and discharging effluent directly into the sea or backwater rivers, are challenging the viability of 
traditional livelihoods. Agriculture is near to failure in many villages due to a combination of weather-related 
hazards and environmental degradation and many are migrating or looking for alternative income generating 
options.  However, not all have the skills to migrate. Through a series of iterative dialogues with villagers, self-
help groups and local government, a number of interventions were discussed and debated until the villagers 
selected those most acceptable to them.  In addition, the villagers rejected structural measures, such as 
seawalls and shutters, given the already high variability in tidal levels.  Some of the interventions selected by 
the villages to test and potentially scale up include:  
 

• Emu Farming:  Taking advantage of increasing saline condition through emu farming.  Emus are 
hardy birds that can withstand a variety of weather conditions, require little land, and yield high value 
products.  The popularity of emu farming as a livelihood option is spreading, with households in 
neighbouring villages investing in emu raising. 

 
• SMS Early Warning Systems:  Capitalizing on the high rate of mobile phone use, an early warning 

system using cell phones to convey weather alerts was developed 
 

• Computer Skills Training:  Computer information centres offering skills training in a range of basic 
and more advanced computer skills were established, targeting women and youth so that they may 
have access to employment opportunities not dependent on climate.  Additional computer information 
centres are being started by other local NGOs. 

 
Emerging good practices and lessons learned 
 
Good practices and lessons from this work include the need to: 
 

! Support autonomous adaptation practices through direct interventions and enabling policies 
that facilitate the underlying systems on which adaptation depends 
Adaptation ultimately happens by the choices and actions that individuals, businesses and 
communities make, and these are either enabled or constrained by policy measures. As 
indicated by the Adaptive Strategies Project, these actions depend on underlying 
ecosystems, energy, transport, communication, social, education and financial systems.  
Planned adaptation efforts need to both support these systems to enable existing adaptation 
efforts, and to strengthen the resilience of these underlying systems to function in the context 
of increasing climate vulnerability. 

 
! Supporting community based adaptation efforts to �live with� impacts of climate change 

(floods, increasing salinity) in recognition that climate variability may exceed the limits of 
structural measures.  
In specific, potential strategies for diversifying livelihoods away from climate vulnerable 
activities, developing new livelihood activities consistent with anticipated changes and 
protecting assets, health and lives in ways that should enable communities to �live with� 
emerging climate conditions. 

 
! Community based adaptation must be robust under variable and uncertain conditions. 

People seek certainty.  Where climate change is concerned, they want to know what will 
happen, where and when.  In many, if not most cases, climate change implies that variability 
will increase.  As a result, rather than planning for specific changes, local areas need to shift 
toward the development of response strategies that are robust under highly variable and 
uncertain conditions. 
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! Promoting shared learning among multiple stakeholders can facilitate understanding of 

potential climate impacts, and lead to the identification and development of response 
strategies that are robust under highly variable and uncertain conditions of climate impacts, 
and that target those most vulnerable.   
As outlined above, the Shared Learning Dialogue (SLD) process can facilitate joint 
development of adaptation measures that strengthen the resilience of communities or cities. 
This is founded in a set of iterative meetings that enable the interpretation and integration of 
global scientific and local climate information in this process, and that are informed by 
community processes that identify risk and vulnerabilities.  It makes transparent 
considerations of who wins and who pays in social, economic, and environmental terms for 
various interventions.  And it strengthens local capacity for making informed decisions to 
support community based adaptation measures that target those most vulnerable.  This 
requires a willingness of local government to open spaces for community participation, and 
open dialogue and mutual trust among stakeholder groups (which is in part built over time).  

 
 

Emerging opportunities, challenges and further needs  
 
Co-ordinated planning across scales is needed to support local adaptation efforts: 
A key lesson emerging from the ACCCRN and other work is that the authority and jurisdiction for 
governance of adaptation initiatives at local levels, or for the enabling systems on which autonomous 
adaptation depends, often go often go beyond �local� municipal boundaries.  For example, this could 
include water management or flood plain management that is dependent on regional watersheds, or 
the development of social protection measures that falls under jurisdiction of the national social 
economic development plan.  This requires co-ordinated multi-level planning and governance 
processes.  It also requires openness on the part of national level agencies to enable and respond to 
local adaptation planning and strategies that are flexible and  
 
Support is needed for global (or national) Innovation Funds to support adaptation initiatives 
that may be considered too �risky� for mainstream funding sources 
Existing funding and support for adaptation internationally and at national levels are generally for 
conventional sectoral based adaptation strategies.  These are inherently relatively �safe�, low risk, �no 
regrets� adaptation efforts that will generate robust returns on investment. Lessons from the field point 
to the need to expand the window of possibilities for innovative approaches through enabling funding 
for adaptation efforts that may be higher risk with less guaranteed returns.  Government departments 
and donor agencies may be less interested to fund such innovations that may not meet their standard 
risk screening processes, but which potentially could yield significant opportunities for people, 
communities, cities to respond to and manage the uncertainty and variability of future climate impacts.    
An Innovation Fund, or percentage of adaptation funding allocated towards this end, could bridge the 
needed additionality for innovation that will be required to manage the challenges that climate change 
will bring.  
 
 
For more information see: 
 
http://www.i-s-e-t.org  and  www.climate-transitions.org  
 
Moench, M. and A. Dixit,  eds., (2007), Working with the Winds of Change: Toward  
Strategies for Responding to the Risks Associated with Climate Change and other Hazards, Boulder: 
ISET; Kathmandu: ISET-Nepal; Geneva: the ProVention Consortium,  pp 285. 
 
Moench, M. et al. [Eds.] ( 2009), Catalyzing Climate and Disaster Resilience: Processes for 
Identifying Tangible and Economically Robust Strategies, ISET-International and ISET-Nepal, Format 
Printing Press: Kathmandu. 
 
The Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN) 
http://www.rockfound.org/initiatives/climate/acccrn.shtml
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