POLICY BRIEF
Addressing Livelihoods In Adaptation Activities: Lessons from the
Regional Climate Change Adaptation Knowledge Platform for Asia
Key Findings
• Climate change has significant implications for livelihoods in the Asia and Pacific region,
especially in rural areas, where people overwhelmingly depend on agriculture, fishing,
forestry and, to some extent, tourism – all highly climate-sensitive activities.
• Climate change impacts are already being felt, primarily in the form of more erratic rainfall, water
scarcity, shifts in the seasons, and more extreme weather. Though several of these countries have a
long history of coping with severe storms and other disasters, the impacts are now greater, due not
only to climate change, but also to urbanization and other socio-economic changes. New resourceintensive livelihoods, such as commercial shrimp farming, are also exacerbating vulnerability to
climate impacts.
• Risks to livelihoods are widely recognized, and governments, communities and individuals – as
well as international donors and NGOs – are working to reduce them. In agriculture, a major focus is on finding new crops and crop varieties that are better suited to changing conditions. There
are also efforts to diversify livelihoods and to create more cash-earning opportunities. However,
far more needs to be done.
• There is a particular need to address the livelihood needs of poor and marginalized
populations, who are now least able to cope with environmental and economic shocks.
Women’s position also needs to be strengthened through improved access to land, credit,
agricultural inputs and technologies.
• Externally supported programmes that provide technical and financial assistance have developed some of the strongest adaptive measures to date. However, externally led interventions
can also undermine adaptive capacities, be unduly restrictive, or steer communities in the
wrong direction – for example, by making farmers too dependent on markets and middlemen
while losing their traditional subsistence.

This policy brief draws on multiple studies sponsored by the
Regional Climate Change Adaptation Knowledge Platform
for Asia (AKP), which enlisted researchers in 13 Asian countries to evaluate adaptation needs, engage with policy-makers,
planners and practitioners at the national, sub-national and
local levels, and interact directly with communities through
case studies and pilot projects. The studies that informed this
brief did not necessarily focus on livelihoods, but they still
provided valuable insights that we have synthesized here. Specifically, we draw lessons here from AKP work in Bangladesh,
Bhutan, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Nepal,
Thailand and Vietnam.
Climate change impacts on livelihoods
Current and future climate change impacts vary considerably in the different countries covered by AKP, as do development patterns and socio-economic and political
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Climate change poses a particular threat to developing economies that rely heavily on natural resources, as is the norm in
much of the Asia and Pacific region. Large shares of the population, especially in rural and coastal areas, depend on climatesensitive sectors such as agriculture, fishing, forestry and, to a
lesser extent, tourism. This has made protecting livelihoods a
priority in adaptation efforts.

Fishing livelihoods are threatened by climate change as well as environmental
degradation. Above, fishermen in Cambodia.

conditions. This means that although there are many common themes, both the threats to livelihoods and the pathways
to addressing them will differ.
One major problem in several countries and regions is that
rainfall is increasingly erratic, with severe droughts and floods.
In China, an estimated 30 million tonnes of food are lost each
year due to droughts alone, and drought-related losses since

the 1990s have averaged about 1% of GDP. At the same time,
floods in China have caused annual losses of about 1.5% of
GDP. Climate change impacts, including droughts and floods,
are expected to reduce China’s production of wheat, rice and
corn by as much as 37% in the second half of the century.
Water scarcity is a common complaint in Cambodia, Vietnam
and China, and people increasingly have to buy water because
they can’t rely on rainwater or local streams. In Nepal, water scarcity has triggered conflict, with upland communities
covertly trying to use the well water of downhill communities during the night. There is also growing and competing
demand for water – for urban use, for energy production and
for irrigation – and those with the least power and money may
not get the water they need for their livelihoods. Newer water
management structures have also exacerbated the problem; in
Bali, Indonesia, for example, the traditional subak system of
locally, democratic water governance, mostly on terraced paddy fields, has been eroded. Without the communal approach of
subaks, the risk of water scarcity increases, and rice harvests
are likelier to fail.
Farmers are also struggling with more and more pests
and diseases that threaten their crops, and with soil erosion and degradation caused both by extreme weather
events, and poor land management. Severe heat waves also
threaten crops and livestock.
In Indonesia, fishing communities reported that warming sea
water, coral bleaching, storm surges and coastal erosion are
affecting their livelihoods and have forced them to borrow
money, falling into debts that are difficult to pay off, especially if they have multiple losses. Coastal communities are also
feeling the brunt of natural disasters such as typhoons, which
they have been exposed to for a long time, but which are more
devastating now because of coastal development and because
natural buffers such as mangroves have been degraded or
destroyed. The latter problem, closely linked to commercial
shrimp farming, also has hurt traditional fisheries.

Addressing climate impacts on livelihoods
Our research found that governments, communities and individuals – as well as international donors and NGOs – recognize the need to address threats to livelihoods, and they are
doing so in many ways.
In Malaysia, for example, the national framework on climate
change highlights impacts on agricultural livelihoods and
focuses adaptation efforts on the development of droughttolerant varieties of rice, rubber, oil palm and cocoa, as well
as on developing rice strains that consume less water. Laos
has set similar priorities, focusing on diversifying crops and
finding varieties that can withstand floods, droughts, and
shifts in seasonal cycles. A significant challenge, however,
is improving the flow of information and resources between
levels of government, so people on the ground can actually
get the help they need.
NGOs and some donor/lender-supported projects are working
with communities to improve livelihoods, enhance food security, and build climate resilience through participatory processes. Several of our studies identified community forestry as
a particularly promising entry point for livelihoods-oriented
adaptation measures, because it already involves collective
management of natural resources and opportunities to earn
revenue that can be reinvested in livelihoods diversification
and community development. For example, one of our studies
looked at pilot programmes in Cambodia, Indonesia, Nepal and
Thailand that are leveraging community forestry to improve
livelihoods in the context of adaptation as well as REDD+.
Some of the most effective livelihoods-focused programmes to
date have been externally supported, with technical and financial
assistance provided. For example, in Vietnam, the government
and CARE worked together to establish mangrove forest buffers against typhoons, and in Thailand, the Raks Thai Foundation
supported improved agricultural practices such as terracing.
However, externally led interventions may sometimes undermine local adaptive capacities or lead to maladaptation. For
example, farmers in Ban Huay Win in Thailand have been
encouraged to grow maize as a cash crop, but this has made
them dependent on markets and middlemen and displaced
subsistence crops, potentially exacerbating vulnerability.
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Poor and marginalized people are particularly vulnerable to
the impacts of climate change, environmental degradation
and other factors, as they lack the resources, connections and
knowledge they would need to adapt. They also lack cash to
invest in new types of seeds, e.g., or new fishing equipment,
or to pay for repairs after a damaging storm. It should be noted
that this is a problem not only at the community level, but also

within households, as women often lack access to land, credit,
agricultural inputs and technologies that are available to men.

The Balinese tradition of subaks – farmers’ associations that manage rice terraces and irrigation water as shared resources – makes very efficient use of water, which will be
crucial amid increasing scarcity.

that social assets and strong community solidarity can significantly enhance resilience and adaptive capacity.
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Conflicting objectives and risky choices
One important insight from our research is that reducing climate risk and enhancing livelihoods can be compatible, but often are not. For example, protecting forests may limit people’s
access to timber and other key resources; commercial-scale
aquaculture, meanwhile, may offer higher incomes, at least
in the short term, but has also destroyed vast swaths of mangroves, removing crucial natural storm barriers. It is important
to identify current and anticipated trade-offs in planning development and adaptation projects.

Commercial shrimp farming has brought higher incomes, but also devastated
mangroves that were important for traditional fisheries and protected coastal
areas during storms.

Stringent restrictions on forest use in a case study site in
Nepal, meanwhile, seem to have disproportionately affected
poorer people and women.
Overall, we found, the need to strengthen and protect livelihoods in the face of climate change far exceeds efforts to date.
There are significant knowledge gaps that must be filled – about
how climate change will affect livelihoods in different places,
and what are the best adaptation options. Adaptation must also
be mainstreamed into development plans, from the national to
the local level, and opportunities to build on existing institutions, such as community forestry, must be further explored.
An important related concern is that protecting livelihoods
is about more than just responding to climate change – it’s
also very much about development. This has implications
for finance, especially as funders prioritize projects that very
specifically address climate risks, and it has profound implications for governance, highlighting the importance of
participatory processes that engage all people affected by
investments and resource allocation choices, including those
whose livelihoods are at stake.
Building assets
Financial assets are critical for coping with environmental and economic shocks, which is why it is so important to
create opportunities for earning cash – though not necessarily to exclusion of traditional livelihoods. For example, communities that subsist on forest products can also sell some
of those products or their derivatives. Access to markets is
also crucial in this regard.
Community-level institutions and assets can make a big difference, but in many places, they are not yet fulfilling their potential. A study in Nepal, for example, found that most people
only tapped institutional assets at times of heightened stress
or when approached by development service providers. Few
used finance to enhance their livelihoods, and even fewer built
resilience into their livelihood profiles. Conversely, we found

Even synergies can be risky. In Thailand, for example, growing challenges with rice cultivation have also coincided with
powerful socio-economic pressures to grow new cash crops
instead; in the sites of our case studies, the chosen crops were
maize, sugar cane and cassava. These shifts can be beneficial
if they increase agricultural productivity and raise incomes,
but also make farmers more dependent on markets and, if
they result in large-scale monocultures, increase the risk of
large-scale crop failures.
Drawing on local knowledge
Adaptation efforts in many countries are being driven by external actors and/or central governments, but in order to be
effective, adaptation must engage local communities and
learn from them. This includes learning about changes in climate or in ecosystems upon which livelihoods depend; farmers’ observations about weather patterns, pests, and impacts
on crops are an important source of information. It is also
vital to understand what autonomous adaptations are occurring; in Nepal, for instance, local communities are growing
maize instead of rice, and rearing small livestock such as goats
instead of cows and buffalo.
Traditional practices that have been displaced by modernization may be profoundly valuable as well. We were particularly struck by this in Bhutan’s forest communities, in agricultural communities in Laos, and in Bali, where restoring the
subak tradition could help address water scarcity. However,
reviving traditions may not always be easy. In Tabanan, Bali,
the government has built a Subak Museum, but there’s also
a growing cultural bias against farming as an occupation,
devaluing the region’s traditions.
Learning from others
Strengthening livelihoods in the face of climate change is a
major challenge, and none of the countries we studied has
fully mastered the task. Yet we found plenty of promising
policies, programmes and local initiatives, many of which
could be replicated in different parts of the same countries,
or in other countries. A prime example of this is community forestry, which has been very successful in parts of Nepal and Bhutan and could provide a valuable platform for
livelihoods-focused adaptation efforts.
Similarly, in Thailand, the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives of Thailand, has sponsored community-level capacity
building and research initiatives on drought-resistant plant and
animal species. It has also worked to protect livelihoods and
food security in the event of severe droughts and floods, under
the framework of a “sufficiency economy”.

Policy recommendations
• There are considerable knowledge gaps that need to be filled in order to understand how climate change and
other factors threaten livelihoods. Governments and external funders should prioritize scientific research to fill
these gaps, including downscaling of climate models as well as local-level research that records the observations of farmers, fishermen, forest communities, etc.
• Local knowledge is also crucial in identifying appropriate adaptation actions. This includes traditional practices
as well as autonomous local responses to climate impacts, such as farmers’ own efforts to diversify their crops.
It is also important to understand the perspectives of different stakeholders, including poor and marginalized
people whose voices may not normally be heard.
• Financial assets for coping with environmental and economic shocks are critical. Efforts should be made to provide external technical and financial assistance to help communities and individuals develop livelihood assets
and build resilience early on, and not just in response to heightened stress.
• Livelihood diversification is already a priority for many governments and external funders, and should remain
so. Off-farm incomes, for example, can give agricultural communities more options and reduce their vulnerability. It is also important to remember that in times of duress, forests and other natural resources can serve as
safety nets, especially for the rural poor. This means environmental protection measures shouldn’t too stringently restrict access.
• Social assets and strong community solidarity confer powerful advantages in responding to climate change,
allowing experimentation, asserting common approaches, and allowing people to jointly advocate for stronger
rights and development support. It is important to continue to strengthen local institutions, individually and
collectively, so they can better engage people in adaptation planning and decision-making and increase local
influence in government processes.
• Equity should be a key consideration in adaptation efforts, as the people whose livelihoods are most at risk are
also those who typically have the least political, social and economic power. This consideration should extend
not only to poor and marginalized social groups, but also to women. Efforts to improve access to land, finance,
agricultural inputs, and technologies need to be scaled up.
• Regional dialogue and collaboration can provide valuable insights and models for adaptation. While local circumstances vary considerably, there are plenty of commonalities, especially between neighbours. Governments
and external funders alike should explicitly encourage and financially support exchanges of ideas and lessons
learned, about protecting livelihoods and other adaptation and development priorities.

This policy brief was written by Marion Davis and
Skye Turner Walker, drawing on multiple reports published through the Regional Climate Change Adaptation Knowledge Platform for Asia (AKP), all available at
www.asiapacificadapt.net or weADAPT.org.
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AKP was a collaborative program of SEI’s Asia Centre, the
Asian Institute of Technology Regional Resource Centre for
Asia and the Pacific, and the United Nations Environment
Programme’s Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific. Funding was provided by the Swedish Government through
the Royal Swedish Embassy in Bangkok and the Swedish
International Development Agency (Sida). In 2013, AKP was
merged with the Asia Pacific Adaptation Network.

Flooding in Vietnam after the deadly Typhoon Ketsana in 2009.
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