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Accounting for transboundary climate risks in the Global Stocktake to 
drive regional and global cooperation on adaptation 
 
 
The world’s economies, societies and ecosystems are deeply interconnected, and climate shocks can have 
cascading consequences - crossing countries and continents, sectors and systems - by rippling through these 
various networks (Fig. 1). ‘Transboundary climate risks’ (TCR) have two main origins: they form when a 
climate-related hazard in one place generates impacts that cross one or more national borders, with 
consequences for people’s lives, livelihoods and environments in distant places; and/or form when adaptation 
actions have detrimental consequences beyond the areas or countries where they are first implemented, shifting 
vulnerabilities and risks across space and time and resulting in global maladaptation.  
 
A recent report by the Adaptation Without Borders global partnership (forthcoming in April 2023) suggests 
that most approaches to climate adaptation remain nationally- or locally-driven, which constrains better 
consideration of  wider interconnections as well as shared global adaptation challenges. A growing evidence 
base of TCRs  shows a need to expand  the governance of  adaptation  as not just a focus of local and domestic 
policy  but an international concern that requires the involvement of new actors and forms of coordinated 
action at multiple scales. The design of policies and governance arrangements to  address TCRs provides 
opportunities for more collaborative and cooperative stakeholder engagement  on adaptation, which could help 
strengthen ambition to meet the global goal on adaptation, together with sustainable development goals.  
 
Accounting for global adaptation as more than the sum of national adaptation efforts supposes, first, that we 
are able to assess TCRs now and in the future, and second, that this knowledge is adequately integrated into 
international policy discussions and mechanisms on adaptation. This note highlights some takeaway messages 
on the scientific feasibility and policy demand of such an endeavor, and formulates two recommendations to 
the UNFCCC policy community. 
 
 
1. The potential for science-based approaches to assessing and tracking transboundary 

climate risks 
 

Recommendation #1 
 
Current discussions around tracking adaptation progress, such as under the GlaSS work programme, show 
that there is country interest in filling the gap on tracking TCRs and progress in adapting to them. We 
therefore recommend that the 3rd Technical Dialogue under the first Global Stocktake: 

(i) acknowledges the need for more science-based information on TCRs; 
(ii) discusses a potential architecture of such a scientific endeavor and its connections with the policy 

process. 
Such policy signals are both timely and critical if we are to better integrate cross-border and cascading risks 
in future cycles of the Global Stocktake (in 2028 and beyond). 
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There is significant potential to strengthen scientific research on TCRs to better assess their timescales, 
transmission modes and ways to adapt to them. So far, there are few robust assessments on the potential 
cascading, cross-border effects of both climate impacts and adaptation responses across countries and regions. 
The first Global Stocktake could play an important role in drawing attention to this gap as a critical component 
to assessing global progress on adaptation.  
 
Specifically, the development of methods to track TCRs would provide a systematic evidence base of these 
risks for consideration in subsequent cycles of the Global Stocktake. The assessment of cross border and 
cascading risks are crucial to our understanding of global adaptation progress. Indeed, the aggregation of      
progress on adaptation at a national scale that does not adress these systemic risks can leave  a significant 
degree of climate risk unassessed and provide a skewed picture of our global vulnerability and resilience. Not 
only would this render the Global Stocktake an incomplete assessment of global progress, it would also send 
an inaccurate message to the public and private sector, thereby widening the adaptation gap.            
 
The “Global Transboundary Climate Risk Report 2023” by Adaptation Without Borders highlights two 
promising and complementary avenues: 
• Indicators to track different kinds of globally significant TCRs (e.g. relating to agriculture and commodity 

markets) face conceptual and methodological challenges relating to capturing the high degree of 
complexity associated with cross-border systems and flows, as well the attribution of changes or impacts 
to climate-driven cascading and compounding processes. Data and information collection on cross-border 
flows in complex systems is also a daunting challenge as, for example, traditional trade statistics tend to 
describe bilateral trade flows only. Initiatives are emerging around the development of  transboundary 
indicators (e.g. a forthcoming report by the European Environment Agency). These analyses show that 
indicators could be  developed at a country or a system level to assess changing exposure to different kinds 
of TCRs, track the efforts made to reduce or manage them, and identify the cross-border or cross-sector 
consequences of national adaptation measures (i.e. where a national adaptation plan has positive or 
negative implications for neighboring countries or trade partners). 

  
• Approaches based on expert judgment exercises could add value in allowing for a comprehensive and 

global-scale understanding of TCRs levels today, and those to be expected in the future under various 
climate and socioeconomic scenarios. Expert judgment-based risk assessments have demonstrated 
multiple benefits, for example to assess climate risks against temperature changes in the IPCC reports. 
Expert judgment approaches are complementary to indicator-based assessments as they support the 
generation of scientifically-based knowledge when quantitative information does not exist or is scattered, 
which is the case with TCRs. Such an exercise would allow to explore the design of adaptation options 
across scales (e.g. beyond domestic to regional or global level plans and actions) to manage and address 
TCRs in the future.  

 
2. Global-scale policy opportunities and challenges 
 

Recommendation #2 
 
Addressing TCRs is vital to ensure climate risk reduction and just adaptation across scales. We therefore 
recommend that the 3rd Technical Dialogue under the first Global Stocktake: 
(i) Account for existing experiences in managing TCRs from countries and organizations     ; 
(ii) Engage Parties in a dialogue on the policy implications of TCRs (e.g. in terms of the type of information 

that would be needed from Parties) and ways to report on efforts to build resilience to them (e.g., a new 
chapter in Adaptation Communications?) 

(iii) Discuss concrete linkages on resilience-building with other international policy processes, for example 
under the World Health Organization, the World Trade Organization, etc. 

 
Evidence shows that the international, regional and local mechanisms already in place to address the climate 
crisis are not yet equipped to deal with TCRs. While regional mechanisms have taken shape       (e.g. water 
management in West Africa, adaptation across mountain communities in the Hindu Kush Himalaya, the Risk 
Insurance Facility in the Caribbean) these are often focused on biophysical pathways (e.g. shared resources) 
and financial (regional insurance schemes). These experiences  offer important lessons, to build a strategic, 



 

 3 

coherent and coordinated approach for cross border and cascading risks that includes also critical trade and 
people pathways and a more global perspective (beyond regional/neighboring country arrangements). The 
analysis of TCRs highlights two main points. First, that climate change risks and adaptation responses can no 
longer be framed solely as local domestic issues: they must also be seen as a regional-to-global concern. 
Second, that regional-to-international cooperation is vital not only for the minimization and management of 
TCRs, but also to ensure just adaptation (i.e. adaptation that does not shift exposure and vulnerability n to 
others; Lager et al. 2021). 
 
The above raises a major governance challenge: addressing TCRs cannot happen in silos and by any nation 
working alone. Given the need for action beyond the jurisdictions and mandates of most national adaptation 
planners, the development of regional, global and sectoral plans to manage TCRs are needed –harnessing 
existing governance mechanisms and potentially choreographing new ones– to enhance ‘ownership’ and 
management of such risks.  
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Figure 1. Overview of 10 transboundary climate risks and case studies. Source: AWB (forthcoming). 
 

 


