DISCUSSION BRIEF

Climate change adaptation readiness in the ASEAN countries
Climate change poses significant challenges to Southeast Asia.
The region is highly exposed to extreme weather events, and
both warming and extreme events – high temperatures and
heavy precipitation – are projected to increase in future decades.1

institutional structures for adaptation planning, stakeholder
involvement and implementation; finance for planning, activities
and evaluation, and public support.
This framework highlights the understanding that adaptation is
not an outcome but a “systemic process”.10 Achieving success
is complicated by the fact that “adaptation is typically not just
to one climate risk, but to multiple interacting ones (unfolding across geographic scales, spatial and sectoral boundaries,
ecological systems, and social strata) against a backdrop of nonclimatic stresses and conditions”.11 Given that adaptation efforts
are at a relatively early stage in the ASEAN region, an evaluation of adaptation readiness may provide the most useful way to
improve national adaptive capacity.

Agriculture, which accounts for more than 10% of GDP in most
countries in the region, is highly sensitive to climate impacts,
and persistent poverty in rural areas, low levels of education,
spatial isolation, and neglect by policy-makers, can amplify
those impacts.2 Vulnerability is particularly high in rural areas,
which are home to more than three-quarters of the region’s poor
people, many of them smallholders or subsistence farmers.3
Building resilience in agrarian communities is thus a priority.4
Increasing agricultural productivity is central to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries’ efforts to
lift rural areas out of poverty. Climate change could undermine
those efforts, so effective adaptation is crucial.5 This discussion
brief summarizes a desk review commissioned by GIZ of the
adaptation readiness of ASEAN Member States6. The focus of
this brief is on smallholders – defined here as farms of less than
2 hectares, using household labour.

Our review shows that readiness results, in a large part, from
how governments perceive their country’s vulnerability, and
the priority given to responses by different actors. These
priorities may be driven by internal constituencies, or by the
concerns of bilateral or multilateral organizations.12 We group
the ASEAN countries in three categories: adaptation pioneers
(Philippines and Vietnam), emerging champions (Cambodia, Indonesia and Myanmar), and wait-and-see adaptors
(Laos, Malaysia and Thailand).13

Smallholders are central to Asian agriculture,7 and their situation
can be precarious, their livelihoods and food supplies dependent
on the timely availability of water and the absence of hazards
that can lead to crop losses and livestock deaths. The review
summarized here assessed the steps taken so far to reduce rural
populations’ vulnerability, aiming to identify gaps and key concerns for future research and action, and, most important, help
policy-makers to more effectively reduce vulnerability.

The pioneers see adaptation as an urgent need and have implemented new institutional arrangements to address it. The
emerging champions are following close behind, taking new
approaches to adaptation. In some countries – most notably the
Philippines and Vietnam – disasters have acted as “focusing
events” that stimulate policy engagement. Conversely, countries
with less exposure to disasters have tended to be complacent
about adaptation, such that policies and programs in place are
disjointed, weak or limited in impact. This appears to be the case
in Malaysia, where the government perceives climate change-related vulnerabilities as generally low compared with other countries in the region. As a result, the government has subordinated
adaptation action to the pursuit of economic development.14

Adaptation readiness
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The concept of “adaptation readiness” provides a framework
to describe where countries are with regard to formulating
and achieving their goals of adapting to the impacts of climate
change and implementing key policy priorities.8 Adaptation
readiness is defined as “the extent to which human systems
(e.g. nations, regions, businesses, communities etc.) are prepared
to adapt, providing an indication or measure of the likelihood
of adaptation taking place”.9 Its components include political
leadership; usable science and data to inform decision-making;

Rice farmers in Kompong Khleang, a community on the Tonlé Sap lake in
Cambodia, transplant rice into the rich sediment in the off-season.

The adaptation pioneers
The Philippines and Vietnam have implemented significant
elements of adaptation readiness. Due to its geography, the
Philippines is highly susceptible to hydro-meteorological hazards in particular, and vulnerability is exacerbated by poverty,
making adaptation measures very important.15 The Philippines’
adaptation framework is provided by the Climate Change
Act of 2009 (RA 9729), the National Framework Strategy
on Climate Change (2010–2022) and the National Climate
Change Action Plan (2011–2028), along with the establishment
of a funding mechanism.
In Vietnam, the institutional framework for adaptation is
provided by the National Strategy on Climate Change 2012
and the Action Plan Framework for Adaptation to Climate
Change in the Agriculture and Rural Development Sector
Period 2008–2020. A prominent component in Vietnam’s
approach to adaptation is its National Target Program to

Emerging champions
Cambodia is an emerging climate change adaptation champion,
as it is a priority country for the Climate Investment Fund/Asian
Development Bank’s Pilot Program on Climate Resilience
(PPCR).20 Cambodia has a National Climate Change Committee
(NCCC) to prepare, coordinate and monitor the development
and implementation of climate policies, strategies and programmes; a Climate Change Technical Team (CCTT) to provide
technical support to the NCCC; and a Climate Change Department (CCD) which serves as the NCCC secretariat and coordinates the activities of the CCTT.21
The NCCC has led the process of developing the Cambodia Climate Change Strategic Plan 2014–2023. In 2014, the Ministry
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries released a climate change
action plan for those sectors, covering the period 2014–2018.
Finance for adaptation projects is available through the Cambodia Climate Change Alliance Trust Fund, administered by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).22
Though Indonesia has yet to fully implement its recently crafted
National Action Plan for Climate Change Adaptation (RANAPI), the plan is an important step forward. It harmonizes previously disparate government policies, including National Action
Plan Addressing Climate Change, the Indonesia Climate Change
Sectoral Roadmap, and the Annual Government Work Plan.
RAN-API recommends an adaptation framework composed
of three pillars: ecosystem resilience, livelihoods resilience
(comprising health, settlement and infrastructure), and economic
resilience (comprising food and energy security). A Climate
Change Coordination Team was set up by the Ministry of
National Development Planning (BAPPENAS) to coordinate
central-level ministries.23 The Indonesia Climate Change Trust
Fund, a national body, pools and coordinates national and international grants for climate activities.24
Myanmar has significant climate related sensitivities,25 but
there have been a number of initiatives to address these,
especially in disaster-prone areas,26 and through the ongoing national adaptation plan (NAP) process. The National
Environmental Conservation Committee (NECC) is the focal
point for activities under the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and other environmental conventions. The Myanmar National Adaptation
Program of Action 2012 (NAPA) is the key guiding document on adaptation, and also serves to communicate priority
adaptation projects for funding.27
Wait-and-see adaptors
As upper middle-income countries, Thailand and Malaysia
are not dependent on external funds to implement adaptation
plans and strategies, but this, coupled with low risk indices
compared with other countries in the region,28 has arguably
made them complacent, which could be their undoing.
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Respond to Climate Change (NTP-RCC). It is driven by a
recognition that the impacts of climate change in Vietnam are
severe,16 and that acting in timely and comprehensive way to
address them has potential co-benefits to the economy, such
as access to finance.17 Although the target program has been
described as a technocratic approach heavily influenced by
Vietnam’s science culture18 and donor priorities,19 the setting
of targets enable planning, monitoring and evaluation.

Local champions have important roles to play in responding to the impacts
of climate change. Here, members of a livestock farming community in
Lombok, Nusa Tenggara Barat, Indonesia, discuss coastal adaptation.

The 2011 floods in Central Thailand would have been an
opportunity to address climate change and its other associated causes, but political turmoil in the ensuing years got in
the way.29 Thailand’s master plan on adaptation is awaiting
approval and implementation. Thailand’s climate change
policies are expressions of the goals and objectives of the
country’s National Economic and Social Development Plan,
which is now in its 11th round.
The government’s key climate policies are the National Environmental Quality Management Plan (2012–2016) and the
draft National Master Plan on Climate Change (2011–2050).
The activities that underpin those policies, in turn, are built
into the different sectoral plans, such as the National Industrial Development Master Plan (2010–2014) and the Strategic
Plan on Climate Change in the Agricultural Sector.30 While
“mainstreaming” adaptation into sectoral policies is common
and widely recommended,31 in Thailand it has had the effect
of subsuming adaptation under economic strategies.
Malaysia’s key climate policy is the National Policy on
Climate Change. One of its objectives is to mainstream climate change through wise management of resources and
enhanced environmental conservation, resulting in strengthened economic competitiveness and improved quality of life.
However, many of the approaches in the policy relate more to
mitigation than adaptation, and the two are often combined.
Strategic thrust No. 4, for instance, stipulates that the State
should adopt balanced adaptation and mitigation measures to
strengthen environmental conservation and promote the sustainable management of natural resources.32
Adaptation planning is very recent in Lao PDR, the only
landlocked country in Southeast Asia, and is mostly promoted
by international cooperation agencies. The National Steering
Committee on Climate Change (NSCCC), an inter-ministerial
agency, provides guidance and inputs for climate change
policies and programmes, but it does not coordinate among
and between ministries.
The Climate Change Office serves as the secretariat of the NSCCC. It acts as the focal point on climate change initiatives, and
coordinate the government’s activities related to the UNFCCC.33
Eight technical working groups were formed within the line
ministries to assess impacts and outline prioritized actions for
adaptation and mitigation in their respective sectors. However,

the agencies and working groups have overlapping mandates
and do not cooperate; they lack a commitment to climate issues,
and they are also not well resourced, with only small budgets
and a lack of access to funding, knowledge and expertise.34

to provincial, to district/regency and village), but countries’
efforts are still focused on the national level. There are some
local adaptation actions, but they are not widespread enough
to create a multiplier effect and energize a broader local
constituency for adaptation. Moreover, opportunities are being missed to learn from local practices and knowledge that
could inform adaptation actions – for example, the subak and
sasi systems in Indonesia.

Collective insights
The ASEAN Member States have very different experiences
with adaptation, but collectively they offer valuable lessons,
insights and examples on how to prepare for and respond to the
impacts of climate change. For instance, other countries can
learn from the Philippines’ efforts to develop a legal framework
for adaptation, and its establishment of an adaptation finance
scheme (the People’s Survival Fund). Although money has
only recently flowed into the fund, its creation highlights the
need for such a mechanism.

Third, it is unclear how well climate change impacts are understood
and addressed in adaptation planning. Interventions so far have
mostly addressed the risk of natural hazards, but not cumulative and
indirect climate change impacts, or non-climate stressors. In other
words, much of the work on adaptation planning to date has focused
on impacts, failing to address the multi-faceted nature of climate
risk, and neglecting key factors that determine adaptive capacity.35

Indonesia’s efforts to establish a Climate Change Trust Fund
to serve as the national implementing entity for major climate
financing schemes, though they failed, also offer useful insights
about the process required and the support needed to succeed.
Thailand and Vietnam, which are planning to create a similar
fund, and Cambodia, which is in the process of instituting one,
could learn from Indonesia’s experience.

Major sources of vulnerability, linked to social structures and
poverty, are not being addressed. As the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) notes in its Fifth Assessment Report,
efforts to build climate-resilient development pathways “will
have only marginal effects on poverty reduction, unless structural inequalities are addressed and needs for equity among poor
and non-poor people are met”.36 This means that vulnerability is
likely to persist even if measures are taken to reduce the physical
impacts of climate change.

Thailand, meanwhile, offers insights on how to adapt in the
water sector, as Thailand leads in key water management and
irrigation schemes. It also provides an example for how national
funds may be used to finance adaptation research, as the Thailand Research Fund has done.

A closely related problem is that adaptation efforts are failing
to engage and listen to vulnerable populations in adaptation
discussions and decision-making. There is also a need also to
test whether ongoing interventions, or adaptation pathways,
could in fact be leading to maladaptation; instead, adaptation
measures need to enable learning, so that adaptive capacities are
built over the longer term.

Malaysia, which has integrated adaptation into its broader
climate and economic strategies, can offer insights on
combining adaptation with mitigation and economic development activities. Lastly, Vietnam’s National Target Program
to Respond to Climate Change (NTP-RCC) provides insights
on how to set targets so that adaptation goals are realistic and
achievable. It provides a clear focus on sets of activities, integrates with development planning, and draws in the whole
government. Activities are planned in phases, with targets set
for each phase. Such an approach provides an opportunity
for better monitoring and evaluation of outcomes, and thus
enables reflection and learning.

Amidst these deficits, the needs of smallholders and subsistence
farmers stand out as they are the face and important stakeholders
of rural and agricultural Southeast Asia. A critical component of
ASEAN Member States’ priorities for climate change adaptation moving forward should, therefore, concern the interests and
potentialities of these groups. It is not just that they have a lot to
lose and are particularly vulnerable to climate change, but policy
makers and scholars also have a great deal to learn from them.

This review also identified critical deficits in adaptation readiness, however, which require follow-up. First, funding, an
important component that can determine what activities and
priorities are pursued, is a bottleneck in many cases. Second, adaptation demands multi-level action (from national,

Recommendations for adaptation readiness in
the region
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Based on this review, we offer several recommendations:

The 2011 monsoon season brought severe floods to Thailand, reaching the
mouth of the Chao Phraya and inundating parts of Bangkok in October.

Develop a regional agenda for the adaptation of
smallholders.
As noted above, adaptation efforts in the region have failed to
address social aspects of vulnerability. A regional adaptation
agenda needs to be developed that targets the needs of vulnerable groups. Investments in “no-regret” options such as new
crop varieties, climate smart extension services, climate change
ready agronomic practices, and livelihoods support could be
introduced, but these need to be sensitive to, and cognizant of,
the everyday lives of poor(er) groups and individuals.
Directly engage smallholders in adaptation planning and
decision-making.
The IPCC Fifth Assessment Report finds with high confidence
that engaging rural people in decision-making, especially to
understand autonomous adaptation and the interplay of informal

Facilitate sharing of adaptation insights and experiences.
ASEAN countries that are currently developing their adaptation frameworks and approaches, such as Cambodia, Laos and
Myanmar, will gain from the experiences of other countries that
have made substantial headway in their planning for adaptation.
Institutionalizing a platform for knowledge-sharing at the regional
level could create synergies among existing knowledge portals.

The abundant fish catch in the Tonlé Sap River in Cambodia will suffer if
water flow is reduced and erratic.

and formal institutions, plays an important role in strengthening
public decision-making.37
Farmers need to have a strong voice in adaptation processes, so
they can articulate their concerns and priorities, as their views
are grounded in their daily lives and experiences. Smallholders’ concerns can be quite different from those of scientists;
for example, a case study in the Lower Mekong Basin found
that while scientists were focused on long-term shifts in
average temperature and rainfall, community members were
most concerned about irregular rainfall patterns during the
growing season and/or periods of extreme temperature that
intensify annual droughts.38
Support sub-national networks and processes to advance
adaptation.
There is a need to proactively engage sub-national actors in
adaptation planning and policy, and this includes supporting
sub-national networks and processes. This will also facilitate
engagement with key populations such as smallholder farmers.
In countries where adaptation policies and plans are already
fairly advanced, national governments could increase outreach
to sub-national stakeholders, to increase awareness of these
policies and plans and provide opportunities for feedback. What
is notable is that some of the poorest countries with the least capacity have something to teach their richer and apparently more
capable neighbours. This therefore upturns the usual pattern of
knowledge production and dissemination in the region.
Build public support for adaptation.
Public support for adaptation is generally lacking in the ASEAN
countries, and needs to be generated on the ground. One key
strategy is to engage smallholders in adaptation planning. Drawing on experiences in the region such as in Indonesia, one suggestion is to consider developing farmer field schools focused
on adaptation, to demonstrate the cultivation of climate-resilient
crop varieties and to enable knowledge-sharing among farmers.

Set up strong monitoring and evaluation systems to facilitate
learning from adaptation actions.
Effective monitoring and evaluation (M&E) can facilitate learning by providing a structured approach for measuring success
and understanding what factors are critical for success. FOR-CC
could support impact evaluations of recently concluded adaptation projects, using GIZ’s own M&E system for national adaptation action, or one of several other available M&E frameworks,
such as Tracking Adaptation and Measuring Development
(TAMD) by the International Institute for Environment and Development, or UK CIP’s ADAPTME. Guidance is also available
from the now-defunct Southeast Asia Climate Change Monitoring and Evaluation Communities of Practice.
Strengthen funding for adaptation planning and action.
There are several funding opportunities available bilaterally and
multilaterally, with some of them established recently through
the UNFCCC process. These include the Adaptation Fund, the
Least Developed Countries Fund, the Special Climate Change
Fund, and Global Climate Change Alliance. There is also funding through philanthropic organizations, and there are efforts
within the field of adaptation to match global funding sources
with national priorities, such as through the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID) Adapt Asia Pacific.
As adaptation is local, and local capacities need to be built,
it is important that these funding opportunities are also made
available to local community groups and civil society organizations. ASEAN, through the ASEAN Climate Resilience
Network (ASEAN-CRN) or related technical working groups,
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With its convening power and ability to draw in resources and
expertise from regional and international actors, GIZ’s Forestry
and Climate Change (FOR-CC) programme in the ASEAN
countries could play a valuable role in this context. The programme could provide a framework to regularly track adaptation
in the agriculture and forestry sectors, particularly in reviewing
barriers to adaptation that are encountered, and facilitate the
sharing of information and insights cross-nationally.

A woman retrieves her belongings after the devastation of Typhoon Haiyan
in Tacloban, the Philippines.

could establish a funding window, possibly small grants, for
these organizations, perhaps to provide rapid response to a
potential crisis or to build capacities for a foreseen climate or
weather-related risk. The Samdhana Institute, an NGO based
in Bogor, has experience providing such small grants, and
could serve as an example.

Conclusion

Most of the adaptation policies currently implemented in
ASEAN Member States are still relatively new; and hence,
there are limited lessons to be drawn. Yet adaptation efforts are
increasing. Over time, “best practices” could be drawn from
successes, and cautionary lessons from failures, to inspire and
inform further action in other places, sectors or domains. Thus,
a key take-away from this assessment is that there is a need to
carefully document what each country is doing, track progress
over time, and provide opportunities to evaluate experiences and
draw and share lessons.
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