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Tearfund submission on the Bali Action Plan (Para 1) 

- The role of disaster risk reduction in adaptation  
 

Introduction 
At UNFCCC COP 13 in December 2007, governments agreed that ‘Enhanced action on 
adaptation’ should include consideration of ‘disaster reduction strategies’ (see Section 1(c) in 
the Bali Action Plan).  This formal recognition of the importance of disaster risk reduction 
(DRR) for adaptation is highly welcome.  DRR must be a key component of the adaptation 
pillar of the post-2012 framework if an effective, sustainable approach to adaptation is to be 
achieved.  
 
Climate change increases disaster risk in a number of ways. It changes the magnitude and 
frequency of extreme events1 (meaning that coping and response mechanisms and economic 
planning for disasters based on past vulnerabilities may no longer suffice). It changes average 
climatic conditions and climate variability, affecting underlying risk factors, and it generates 
new threats, which a region may have no experience in dealing with. Clearly, the climate 
change and disaster management communities need to work together in addressing these 
issues. If climate change adaptation policies and measures are to be efficient and effective 
they must build on and expand existing DRR efforts. And if DRR approaches are to be 
sustainable they must account for the impact of climate change.   
 
Increased collaboration between the climate change adaptation and disaster risk management 
communities could result in the following benefits:   
1. Reduction of climate-related losses, through more widespread implementation of DRR 
measures linked with adaptation. 
2.  Increased effectiveness and sustainability of both adaptation and DRR approaches 
3.  More efficient use of financial, human and natural resources 
 
In section 1 of this submission, we describe similarities and differences between adaptation 
and DRR. In section 2, we discuss the rationale for adopting a more integrated approach to 
adaptation and DRR. In section 3, we propose recommendations for the climate change and 
disaster risk management communities. 
 
1. Similarities and differences  
1.1 Similarities 
1.1.1  Similar aims 
The IPCC defines climate change adaptation as: 
 ‘An adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or expected climate 
stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits benefit opportunities’. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 The IPCC projects increased frequency of heavy precipitation events (very likely), increased area 
affected by drought (likely), increased incidence of extreme high sea level (likely) and increased 
intensity of tropical cyclone activity (likely). There is no clear evidence for increased frequency of 
tropical cyclones.   
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Disaster risk reduction can be defined as, ‘The broad development and application of 
policies, strategies and practices to minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks 
throughout society, through prevention, mitigation and preparedness’.2  
 
While their scope and specific interests may differ (see section 1.2), adaptation and DRR have 
very similar aims in terms of seeking to build resilience in the face of hazards.  They both 
focus on reducing people’s vulnerability to hazards by improving methods to anticipate, 
resist, cope with and recover from their impact.  In so doing, climate change adaptation 
clearly focuses on climate-related hazards, such as floods, droughts and storms. The disaster 
risk management community has a long history of dealing with such events, and therefore a 
wealth of experience relevant to adaptation.  
 
Importantly, both adaptation and DRR seek to build resilience to hazards in the context of 
sustainable development. Climate change adaptation requires the re-shaping and re-designing 
of development, social and economic practices to respond effectively to new or anticipated 
environmental changes. Likewise DRR seeks to influence development decision-making and 
protect development aspirations from environment-related risks. The effectiveness of both 
adaptation and DRR are limited if they are not viewed within the broader context of 
sustainable development. 
 
The World Resources Institute (WRI) presents a model of adaptation which helps to illustrate 
how closely DRR is linked with adaptation.3 The WRI frames adaptation as a ‘continuum of 
responses to climate change’, divided into four types of adaptation efforts, ranging from 
‘pure’ development activities at one end of the continuum to very explicit adaptation 
measures at the other. The four types of adaptation are: 
1. Addressing the drivers of vulnerability (ie factors making people vulnerable to harm);  
2. Building response capacity (laying the foundation for more targeted actions);  
3. Managing climate risk (reducing the effects of climate change on resources/livelihoods);  
4. Confronting climate change (highly specialised activities, such as relocating communities 
in response to sea level rise).   
 
While DRR measures typically fall under the middle two categories of building response 
capacity and managing climate risk, they can fit into every category of the adaptation 
continuum, addressing drivers of vulnerability (eg diversifying livelihood strategies in flood-
prone areas) as well as confronting climate change (eg reducing the risk of glacial lake 
outburst floods).4 
 
1.1.2  Mutual benefits  
In seeking to reduce vulnerability to hazards, the disaster risk management community 
implements a variety of measures which support adaptation in two ways: (1) through reducing 
climate-related disaster risk, and (2) in offsetting the long-term implications of climate 
change.  For example, with regards to the latter point: 

• reforestation (a key ‘DRR’ measure) will lessen the impact of a flood, but will also 
offset long-term soil degradation and help control local temperature and rainfall.  

 

                                                 
2 Twigg, J. (2004) Good Practice Review 9. Disaster risk reduction: mitigation and preparedness in 
development and emergency programming (London: Overseas Development Institute Humanitarian 
Practice Network). 
3 See WRI report (2007) Weathering the Storm, Options for Framing Adaptation and Development. 
4 See Figure 7 in the above report, ‘A Continuum of Adaptation Activities: from Development to 
Climate Change’. 
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• improvements to the health sector in developing countries will help safeguard 
health in times of flood AND where there is lack of clean, safe drinking water and 
increased numbers of mosquitoes as a result of climate change. 

• better management and conservation of water resources in a region of vulnerability 
will offset drought AND moderate longer-term water scarcity.  

 
In the same way that DRR supports adaptation, measures more typically associated with 
adaptation to climate change such as addressing the impact of glacial retreat or salt water 
intrusion onto agricultural land, will support DRR through reducing long-term vulnerability 
and influencing development potential.  
 
With similar aims and mutual benefits, the relevance of DRR to the design and 
implementation of adaptation policies and measures cannot be over-emphasised. The disaster 
risk management community not only has transferable, practical experience in addressing 
hazards, it also has strong and well-established local and regional institutions which are 
currently lacking in the field of adaptation. 
 
1.1.3  Non-structural measures  

Non-structural measures refer to policies, knowledge development/awareness and methods 
and operating practices, including participatory mechanisms, which can reduce risk and 
related impacts. These non-structural measures are well placed to serve both a DRR and 
climate change adaptation agenda. The dynamism associated with training and awareness-
raising means that people and institutions can apply skills and knowledge in different 
circumstances as they emerge. For example, awareness-raising as a component of an early 
warning system to cope with current flood risks is well placed to form an effective basis 
under a different future flood scenario.  
 

1.1.4  Poverty reduction and underlying risk  
Both climate change and disaster risk management communities recognise and accept that the 
poor are disproportionately affected by hazards. This is due to a lack of access to the means 
by which they can improve their resilience, whether this is in economic, social, physical, or 
environmental terms. So for both adaptation and DRR, poverty reduction and sustainable 
natural resource management are essential components of reducing vulnerability to hazards 
and climate change. 
 
In seeking to increase poor people’s resilience to climate change and disasters, enabling local 
communities to participate in adaptation and DRR decision-making is crucial. Such an 
approach has long underpinned community-based disaster risk management.5 This approach 
must also underpin adaptation efforts, if adaptation is to be effective at the local level where 
impacts are most acutely felt. 
 
Addressing underlying risk factors is critical for effective poverty and vulnerability 
reduction.6 Underlying risk relates to the interaction of a range of factors including 
globalisation processes, demographic trends, economic development and trade patterns, 
urbanisation, discrimination and limited local and national government capacity, which have 
an impact on exposure and vulnerability to hazards. In this context, all local and global issues 
that change risk patterns and increase vulnerabilities are relevant to adaptation and DRR.  
 
 

                                                 
5 Although concerns have been raised regarding the quality of participation. 
6 Addressing underlying risk was adopted as one of the five ‘Priorities for Action’ of the Hyogo 
Framework for Action 2005-2015.  
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In principle, both adaptation and DRR aim to address such macro-level influences. However, 
in practice, perspectives on underlying risk do not yet go deep enough into the social, 
economic and political realms where risk is generated for the poor and most vulnerable. As 
such, a shared challenge for the climate change and disaster risk management communities is 
ensuring that adaptation and DRR commonly address root causes of risk, not merely 
symptoms.  
 
1.1.5  Mainstreaming 
It is increasingly recognised that adaptation and DRR must be integral components of 
development planning and implementation, to increase sustainability.  In other words, these 
issues need to be ‘mainstreamed’ into national development plans, poverty reduction 
strategies, sectoral policies and other development tools and techniques.  At the World 
Conference on Disaster Reduction in 2005, governments agreed to adopt a mainstreamed 
approach to DRR.7 To date there has been no such formal international-level agreement on 
mainstreaming adaptation. However, in 2005 the Commission for Africa made a significant 
recommendation that ‘donors make climate variability and climate change risk factors an 
integral part of their project planning and assessment by 2008’.8   
 
1.1.6  Converging political agendas 
DRR is strongly associated with present day conditions.  Since the 2001 Marrakesh Accords, 
adaptation also acknowledges existing/current conditions as its starting point (although there 
is still misconception regarding the relevance of adaptation to present day conditions). By 
improving the capacity of communities, governments or regions to deal with current climate 
vulnerabilities, for instance through existing DRR activities, their capacity to deal with future 
climatic changes is likely to improve (acknowledging that DRR measures can result in mal-
adaptation if they do not account for climate change – see Section 2.2.3). 
 

In the policy debate on climate change there has been growing recognition of the importance 
of adaptation, and within this, the need to improve the capacity of governments and 
communities to address existing vulnerabilities to current climate variability and climatic 
extremes. This development has taken place in parallel to the shift from disaster management 
to disaster risk management, which is adopting a more anticipatory and forward-looking 
approach.  Climate change adaptation and DRR, therefore, have merging remits and highly 
significant converging political agendas.   
 
 

1.2 Differences 
1.2.1  Hazard types 
Climate-related, or ‘hydro-meteorological’ hazards only represent one type of hazard dealt 
with by the disaster management community. The full range of hazards that DRR can 
encompass includes natural (eg geological, hydro-meteorological and biological) or those 
induced by human processes (eg environmental degradation and technological hazards). 
Therefore, DRR expands beyond the remit of climate change adaptation. 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 See the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015. 
8 See Commission for Africa (2005) Our Common Interest: Report of the Commission for Africa 
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Similarly, climate change adaptation moves outside the realm of most DRR experience, to 
address longer-term impacts of climatic change such as loss of biodiversity, changes in 
ecosystem services and spread of climate-sensitive disease.  These issues are typically 
positioned at the far end of the WRI’s adaptation continuum (see Section 1.1.1), and are less 
likely to be addressed by the DRR community. 
 
Both the climate change and disaster risk management communities must recognise that 
adaptation and DRR have these more exclusive elements, to avoid perpetuating the erroneous 
view that all adaptation and DRR is the same.  However, recognition of exclusive elements 
should not detract from efforts to develop a more integrated approach, as the majority of 
adaptation and DRR measures have mutual benefits, offsetting both climate and disaster-
related risks. 
 
1.2.2  Time scale 
Thomalla observes that much of the difference between adaptation and DRR relates to a 
different perception of the nature and timescale of the threat:  
 
Disasters caused by extreme environmental conditions tend to be fairly distinct in time and 
space (except for slow-onset or creeping disasters like desertification) and present a situation 
where the immediate impacts tend to overwhelm the capabilities of the affected population 
and rapid responses are required. For many hazards there exists considerable knowledge and 
certainty about the event characteristics…as well as exposure characteristics…based on 
historical experiences. Most impacts of climate change, meanwhile, are much more difficult 
to perceive and measure, since the changes in average climatic conditions and climatic 
variability occur over a longer period…9 
 
DRR focuses on reducing foreseeable risks based on previous experience, whereas adaptation 
originates with environmental science predicting how climate change will be manifested in a 
particular region over a longer time period. Consequently DRR is more likely to struggle to 
integrate risks that have yet to be experienced, whereas this is a core component of an 
adaptation strategy with its focus on shifting environmental conditions.  However, DRR is 
increasingly incorporating scientific advances and consequently is gaining a longer-term 
perspective. Indeed it must, if DRR measures are to be sustainable in the face of climate 
change. 
 
1.2.3  Level of significance placed on existing capacities  
Building resilience is a basis for both DRR and climate change adaptation. However, for DRR 
the emphasis is on determining existing capacity so as to anticipate, resist, cope with and 
recover from the impact of hazards. ‘Traditional knowledge’ on such matters is therefore an 
important starting point for developing DRR strategies. However, ‘traditional knowledge’ 
may be limited in its effectiveness at dealing with an exacerbation of existing problems, or 
with ‘non-traditional problems’, such as those to be experienced for the first time through 
climate change. A blend between traditional knowledge and an understanding of the projected 
impacts of climate must be sought. 
 
1.2.4  Design limits for structural measures 
Structural measures refer to any physical construction to reduce or avoid negative impacts of 
hazards, including engineering measures and construction of hazard-resistant and protective 
structures and infrastructure.  Under a DRR initiative based upon present and historical  
                                                 
9 Thomalla, F. et al. (2006) ‘Reducing hazard vulnerability: towards a common approach between 
disaster risk reduction and climate adaptation’. 
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experiences, there is a greater likelihood that design limits for structural measures, such as 
flood embankments, will not be adequate in the face of climate change. Similar issues could 
be faced when considering changes in the frequency and severity of storms, drought, and 
other climate-related phenomena, including sea-level rise.  Climate change adaptation focused 
initiatives are more likely to design structural measures with consideration for new, predicted 
impacts.  
 
1.2.5   Comprehensiveness of measures to reduce vulnerability 
The environmental science basis, from which climate change adaptation is emerging, means 
that adaptation largely focuses on shifting environmental conditions. Without such a strong 
environmental perspective/background, DRR is more likely to also consider and address 
social, physical and economic factors. Furthermore, through its inter-disciplinary analysis of 
conditions across all these categories, the disaster risk management community is more 
capable of recognising the wider constraints that determine vulnerability. This may account 
for why the adaptation community tends to place strong emphasis on developing hazard 
forecasting and early warning systems, whereas DRR, by its nature, extends beyond disaster 
preparedness measures alone. 
 

 
2.  The rationale for closer collaboration 
2.1 Political context: lack of coordination between adaptation and DRR 
Climate change adaptation and DRR have similar aims and mutual benefits, and there is a 
very strong rationale for adopting a more integrated approach to these issues. However, a 
number of recent key studies have observed a lack of coordination and communication 
between the adaptation and disaster risk management communities. These observations 
include: 
 

• The institutional frameworks, political processes, funding mechanisms, information 
exchange fora and practitioner communities have developed independently and 
remain largely separate to date.10 

 
• There is no evidence of a systematic integration of disaster risk management and 

climate change adaptation in terms of concrete project activities.11 
 

• Climate change is often housed in environmental or meteorology departments of 
governments. Government departments responsible for poverty and DRR are in some 
cases aware of vulnerability to extreme climate events, but have no means of 
coordination. This leads to the development of parallel efforts in all three areas.12  

 
 
2.2  Consequences of lack of coordination 

2.2.1  Continued growth in disaster risks  

                                                 
10 Thomalla, F. et al. (2006) ‘Reducing hazard vulnerability: towards a common approach between 
disaster risk reduction and climate adaptation’. 
11 Few, R. et al. (2006) Linking Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk Management for 
Sustainable Poverty Reduction. 
12 Mitchell, T. and Collender, G. (2007) Mainstreaming Climate Change Adaptation in Developing 
Countries. 
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As stated in the introduction, climate change is expected to have serious implications for 
billions of people around the world. However, risks associated with a changing climate are 
additional to an already fragile condition of disaster risk that has accumulated over many 
years, and continues to do so. Despite international plans of action (such as the Hyogo 
Framework for Action), and high-level political statements of support for DRR over many 
years, global DRR measures are insufficient to address the scale of need. Evidence for this is 
presented in the form of major disasters such as the Indian Ocean tsunami in December 2004, 
Hurricane Katrina in August 2005, the Pakistan earthquake in October 2005, and numerous 
floods and droughts affecting millions of people annually. Besides these major disasters, there 
are localised events in countless communities that do not necessarily make media headlines. 
In Guatemala, for instance, the scale of such ‘adverse local impact events’ outstripped official 
data on disasters by nearly 80 times.13  
 
Disasters have devastating consequences on people’s lives and livelihoods, as well as national 
resources that would otherwise contribute to development. Climate change will cause 
continued growth in disaster risks, combined with increased stresses on natural resources such 
as water and land, which is likely to increase conflict and insecurity. As people’s vulnerability 
increases, adaptive capacity is undermined. Therefore it is crucial to view adaptation and 
DRR as mutually reinforcing agendas and undertake/scale-up joint action wherever possible.  
 
2.2.2  Lack of effectiveness  
A lack of coordination between the climate change adaptation and disaster risk management 
communities can increase administration burdens, prevent efficient use of financial, human 
and natural resources, and decrease the overall effectiveness of efforts to reduce risk. The 
practical task of reducing risk is challenging enough without the further burden of 
unnecessary administrative inefficiencies.   
 
One particular concern relates to the development of parallel efforts. For example, the 
adaptation community may assume that emerging climate variability issues are predominantly 
rectifiable through new mechanisms to build resilience. However, there are many existing 
DRR tools effective in dealing with the weather-related events that will be exacerbated by 
climate change – which can be used in adaptation approaches. Other inefficiencies include 
competing rather than complementary agendas; complicated policy frameworks; missed 
opportunities for sharing tools, methodologies and approaches and missed opportunities for 
funding DRR in the context of the UNFCCC adaptation funds. Such inefficiencies should be 
addressed as an urgent priority in order to achieve maximum levels of risk reduction on a 
comprehensive basis.   
 
2.2.3  Unsustainable DRR resulting in mal-adaptation14  
 
Disaster risk reduction based upon past and current experiences is likely to fail in its aim of 
building people’s resilience to future risks if it does not account for, and address, the 
consequences of climate change. Indeed, despite its intention to reduce risk, DRR could 
contribute to risk generation. For example, a flood defence designed to withstand 
‘inappropriate’ probabilities of flooding (ie without adequate consideration of climate change) 
could lull communities into a false sense of security in the ability of the defence to provide 
protection. Closer collaboration between the disaster risk management and adaptation  
 
                                                 
13 IFRC (2006) World Disasters Report: Focus on Neglected Crises 
14 Mal-adaptation refers to situations in which vulnerability to climate change is increased through 
current development paths.  It is commonly caused by a lack of information, or awareness…combined 
with political decision making which focuses on short-term goals rather than long-term planning 
(London: ERM, 2007). 
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community would increase DRR policy makers’ access to relevant climate information, and 
assist with its interpretation and application in DRR strategies and measures. 
 
 
3.  Recommendations 
Climate change adaptation and DRR policy makers, experts and practitioners must 
communicate and collaborate with each other effectively to ensure a comprehensive risk 
management approach to development at local, national and international levels of 
government. Closer collaboration is particularly critical over the next two years as 
governments negotiate on the adaptation pillar of the post-2012 framework.  
 
The following recommendations focus on improving communication and collaboration 
between the climate change adaptation and disaster risk management communities.  Some are 
relevant to both communities, whilst others are more specifically directed at one or the other. 
Several of these recommendations are being promoted by the UN/ISDR.   
 
 
CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION COMMUNITY 
 
¾ Use the guidance of the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 agreed by 168 

governments in Kobe, Hyogo, Japan in 2005, to facilitate a comprehensive, system-
wide risk-reducing approach to climate change adaptation, both now and in the post-
2012 framework 

 
¾ Scale-up the use of existing DRR tools that have proven to be effective in dealing 

with the weather-related events that will be exacerbated by climate change. These 
include vulnerability and risk assessments, early warning systems, land-use planning 
and building code regulation, and institutional and legal capacities. 

 
¾ Ensure adequate focus on the socio-economic and political dimensions of managing 

climate risks, in consultation with the disaster risk management community. 
 
¾ Ensure that adaptation is informed by successful community-based experiences in 

vulnerability reduction. A first step may be to examine ongoing projects in the fields 
of natural resource management, DRR and poverty reduction to identify those with 
adaptation potential. 

 
DISASTER RISK MANAGEMENT COMMUNITY 
 
¾ Demonstrate and promote the role of DRR in climate change adaptation policies, 

strategies and programmes.  Make DRR information and tools more accessible for 
adaptation negotiators and managers.  

 
¾ Ensure that all DRR policies, measures and tools account for new risks and the 

aggravation of existing risks posed by climate change. Past and current approaches to 
DRR should form the basis of new and improved measures aimed at enabling 
communities and nations to increase their resilience to climate change. This may 
require developing new partnerships with scientific institutes and bodies working on 
climate change. 

 
¾ Actively engage in and seek to influence climate change policy at international, 

national and local levels.  Increase engagement with the national climate change  
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policy team negotiating on the Bali Action Plan as a matter of urgency, to secure a  
strong role for DRR in the post-2012 framework. 

 
BOTH COMMUNITIES 
 
¾ Increase awareness and understanding of adaptation and DRR synergies and 

differences. Develop and widely disseminate simple, shared conceptual frameworks, 
briefing papers, guidance notes and case studies; share experience and knowledge; 
host multi-stakeholder seminars and workshops and engage in staff training.  

   
¾ Encourage systematic dialogue, information exchange and joint working between 

climate change and disaster reduction bodies, focal points and experts, in 
collaboration with development policy makers and practitioners. This should include: 

• joint development of DRR plans and adaptation strategies, as well as 
implementation policies and mechanisms for mainstreaming adaptation and DRR 
into development planning.  
• establishment of inter-ministerial committees at national government level to 
ensure inter-sectoral, multi-stakeholder coordination.  
• inclusion of adaptation policy makers and practitioners in National Platforms 
for DRR, and formal cross-linking of these platforms and national climate 
change teams. 
• inclusion of DRR policy makers and experts in the national climate change 
adaptation policy team/climate change committee. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Information for this submission has been taken from Tearfund’s report 
Linking climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction (2008).  

See:  http://tilz.tearfund.org/Research/Climate+change+reports/ 
For further information please contact Sarah La Trobe on +44 (0)20 8943 7962 


