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Introduction  

Recent years have seen significant progress in OECD countries’ preparations for the effects of climate 
change. More than three-quarters of OECD countries have published, or are currently developing, national 
strategies for climate change adaptation. A common element of these strategies is their emphasis on 
mainstreaming adaptation into government policies, with a focus upon capacity building. In moving from planning 
to implementation, it will be essential to ensure that the right evidence, tools and approaches are in place to 
make the case for action and identify the most effective adaptation pathways. It will also be important to ensure 
that adequate finance is available to support implementation. 
 

This Expert Workshop, co-sponsored by the ECONADAPT research project, brought together over 50  
participants over two days, including leading adaptation experts from academic and private sectors, international 
organizations and agencies (such as UNDP, IFC, UNFCCC) and OECD country delegates.  
 

The first day of the workshop focused on national adaptation policy-making, with a focus on prioritisation 
and mainstreaming processes. There was also a session on public-private collaboration in building climate 
resilience. The second day explored the challenge of public sector finance for adaptation, which was followed by 
an interactive session on evidence gaps and the research needs. This note provides a summary of the discussions 
and dialogues in each session. The Expert Workshop was conducted under Chatham House rules, therefore 
comments have not been attributed to specific participants.  
 
 
Day 1: Putting priorities in practice in OECD countries  
 The initial results from a survey of OECD countries were presented to help frame the subsequent 
discussion. All of the survey respondents were pursuing a mainstreamed approach to adaptation, with the 
majority having developed tools to support this process. The results from the country surveys showed that expert 
judgement and involvement of stakeholders are the most widely used techniques for prioritisation. Currently, 
there is limited uptake of cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness analysis to inform the choice of adaptation 
measures. Most countries have also developed tools to support mainstreaming of adaptation. There are 
important differences between integrating adaptation into policy-making and project appraisal. The survey also 
showed that the majority of countries were taking a mainstreamed approach to financing adaptation. 
 
 The following presentation identified some of the main recent trends in adaptation planning and 
implementation. The first of these was that national assessments were increasingly focussing upon policy needs, 
rather than starting with impacts and then going on to consider adaptation needs at the end. This has the 
potential to support a focus upon what needs to be done now rather than in 2040s. However, in doing so, the 
range of issues to consider becomes significantly wider, including: adaptive capacity, policy appraisal and 
investment, timing and urgency of decisions.  
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Subsequent discussion focussed upon the challenges with economic appraisal of adaptation costs and benefits. 
National strategies have focussed heavily upon capacity building, yet this is an area where little is known about 
the costs and benefits of potential interventions. More generally, there is a tendency to only include those things 
for which data are available. This has the potential to skew decisions towards the adaptation measures where 
costs and benefits are easiest to identify, rather than those that are necessarily most efficient or effective. A 
particular challenge in the context of adaptation is to recognise the economic benefits arising from increasing 
flexibility or robustness.  

Session 1. Prioritising adaptation at the national level  

Identifying adaptation needs and prioritising adaptation options are central elements of adaptation 
planning. This session drew upon countries’ experiences of using scientific evidence, economic analysis and 
stakeholder consultation to inform the development and implementation of adaptation strategies.  
 

The presentation from the UK provided an overview of their adaptation strategy and the evidence base 
used to inform it. In particular, it was noted that in prioritising activities, both the public and private sector 
contributed to the formulation of the national adaptation plan, informed by the Climate Change Risk Assessment. 
The prioritisation process was structured around the use of policy questions in 12 fields, including agriculture, 
health and the natural environment. The questions used in the prioritisation process were developed on the basis 
of: assessment of the scale of the challenge, assessment of adaptive capacity, and the potential barriers to 
autonomous adaptation.  

The presentation from Germany outlined the evidence used to inform the development of their national 
strategy and plan.  The cross-sectoral prioritisation of possible adaptation measures was outlined as a central task 
within Germany’s adaptation strategy, but the subsequent Action Plan noted that it was not currently possible to 
comply fully with the stipulation formulated in the strategic document. The lesson from this was that the practical 
realities were far more complex than the theory. In particular, the existence of multiple entry-points for policy 
design, long-time horizons and existing policy frameworks all need to be taken into account. This is a more 
complex process than prioritising adaptation needs on the basis of a single set of well-established criteria.  

 
The presentation from Greece provided information on their economic assessment of adaptation. This 

technical report on climate change outlined significant cost-effective potential for both mitigation and adaptation. 
Although it can be more straightforward to model the effect of standalone measures, the policy focus lay 
primarily in mainstreaming climate policies and showcasing ancillary benefits. This presentation also noted the 
importance of aligning the type of results presented (e.g. cost-benefit analysis, cost-effectiveness analysis) with 
the decision-making tools that are used by national governments. The presentation also noted that the results of 
this type of analysis could also be useful outside of the immediate target audience. 

 
In the subsequent discussion, some participants noted that their countries have chosen not to undertake 

explicit prioritisation of adaptation measures. This was because they viewed adaptation as a learning process and 
considered that the currently available information is insufficient in order to allow for the complete prioritisation. 
Other countries noted the importance of considering different scales for prioritisation: for example, prioritisation 
may be undertaken at the local or regional level, rather than the national level. A common theme arising from the 
discussion was that the evidence base for adaptation was increasing, but that the evidence used to inform 
planning remained insufficiently focussed upon the needs for implementation.  
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Session 2. Sectoral approaches for assessing and implementing adaptation  

 
This session compared the tools and methods being used to mainstream adaptation in different sectors, 

such as risk management, energy and water. The challenges to provision of evidence and the question of how to 
address adaptation responses that cut across existing sectoral boundaries. 
 

OECD countries have made significant progress in achieving resilience to natural hazards. Positive drivers 
have included increased understanding of risks, and mainstreaming of disaster risk management across public 
policy areas. However, there are remaining issues with the funding and maintenance of protective infrastructure, 
lagging regulatory reforms and enforcement of the regulations. There is also scope to strengthen business 
continuity planning by companies and improve households’ ability to manage their exposure to hazards. It was 
also noted that improved international collaboration was needed to address trans-boundary risks.     
 

Participants also highlighted the issues of finding the right balance between resistance and resilience, in 
particular when thinking about the appropriate regulations today and in the future. Examples of sectoral 
collaboration to build resilience were discussed, particularly in the context of the energy sector.  

 
Discussions also focused on the water sector, which is particularly important for the adaptation – 

countries’ strategies frequently mention water and potential challenges include scarcity (droughts), excess (heavy 
downpours; floods), water quality, water supply and sanitation, and freshwater ecosystems. Water is also a 
significant cross-cutting theme in sectors such as energy, agriculture and health. The OECD is promoting a risk-
based approach to water management to address climate risks and other drivers of change. This is based on three 
levels: the first one is related to knowing the risk such as building the evidence base and understanding 
perception (i.e. water vulnerability assessments, flood risk maps, adaptation guidance etc.) - by far most 
adaptation activities are related to this activity. The second category is related to “setting the acceptable level of 
risk” by setting the adaptation targets such as revising flood production standards and abstraction limits – as we 
face more extreme events, we have to keep adjusting our policy targets. The third category relates to “managing 
the risks” – these are related to putting in place the instruments such as water trading and pricing, environmental 
taxes or investments in structural flood protection, urbane drainage or green infrastructure.  
 

Participants also discussed the particular case of the Netherlands Delta Programme, which has 
undertaken a substantial research programme to identify the potential impacts of the climate change, such as the 
sea level rise, which may affect the safety of people and assets (currently, 2/3 of Netherlands could be at risk of 
flooding either from the sea-side and the river-side). This has included research into tipping points that relate to 
present water management and estimates according to different scenarios for how long the current practices can 
be continued. These different scenarios are used to provide sufficient data and knowledge fort the decision-
makers and it is included in different adaptation strategies, which are also subject to CBA and MCA.  
 

The session also covered the issue of determining the “acceptable level of risk” and the methodologies 
currently undertaken to conduct this evaluation. For instance, in the water sector the setting of acceptable levels 
of risk has often occurred implicitly. The challenge of how to balance the risk of taking action with the benefits of 
doing so was also brought up in the discussion. In addition, the effectiveness of the current flood risk measures 
was discussed, as was the need to better understand the fiscal impacts of extreme events. It was agreed that 
systematic data collection efforts and understanding what are countries doing is needed. 
 
Session 3. Tools for mainstreaming adaption into policy-making 
 

There has been considerable progress in developing tools for appraising adaptation projects, but 
successful implementation of a mainstreamed approach brings with it an additional set of challenges. This session 
examined how countries have been integrating climate change into policy and programme design. Examples 
discussed included mainstreaming of the adaptation in the EU funds, the case of Finland’s adaptation policy, and 
the challenges of the adaptation implementation by the private sector. 
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Participants started the discussions by looking at the case of the adaptation mainstreaming at the 

European Commission. With the Council Decision as of February 2013, it was decided that at least 20% of 
expenditure in the EU budget 2014-2020 should be related to climate. The proportion is higher for research, 
where 35% of funds should be climate-related. The tracking of finance will build upon the Rio Marker 
methodologies. The mainstreaming process can be seen as a fuel which allows to moving from EU projects to 
concrete action. In addition, internal factsheets serve to demonstrate that the climate change can be 
mainstreamed into various funds. This session also explored the issue of dividing the funds on climate change 
between adaptation and mitigation –whether it should be 50/50 or whether it should depend on specific needs of 
each country.  
 

The discussion also covered Finland’s experience with mainstreaming adaptation. Having been the first 
OECD country to publish an adaptation strategy in 2005, Finland is now entering the second round of the cycle 
with the draft resolution of the new, more detailed, adaptation strategy. Its legal status will also be reinforced by 
the Climate Act, which is currently under preparation. This is intended to encourage sectoral involvement in 
adaptation across all sectors. Legal instruments, such as reporting requirements, are expected to improve the 
general implementation of the adaptation policies. At the same time, these are only applicable to the public 
sector and do not concern autonomous adaptation.  
 

The discussion also drew attention to the challenges regarding the implementation of the adaptation at 
the local level in many countries. The lack of consistent adaptation efforts at the local level was noted, as was the 
importance of varying priorities and capacity constraints at different levels of government. For example, some 
decision-makers at the local level encountered difficulties with economic assessment methods, which were felt to 
be overly burdensome to apply and not directly applicable to some of the issues they are dealing with. Some 
practical tools have been already developed – but it was recognised that much more needs to be done. For 
instance, in Finland the new adaptation strategy aims to support local action and will require all the municipalities 
to carry out climate risk assessments. Furthermore, it was noted that when adaptation is mainstreamed into 
sectoral policies, the results can be difficult to monitor. 

 
 
 
Session 4. Public-private partnership to build disaster and climate resilience 
 

Past decisions have led people and assets being located in areas of increasingly high risk, such as exposed 
coastal areas. This session explored the ways of how public-private collaboration can facilitate action to address 
these risks in an equitable and efficient way. 

 
Participants recognised that looking into the link between disaster risk management and climate risk 

adaptation is particularly important for several reasons. First of all, disaster risk management represents a long 
standing area of expertise and useful entry point for mainstreaming. Second, disasters can galvanise political will 
and provide an impetus for adaptation planning. Lastly, extreme events illustrate the scale of the challenge: even 
with visible risks that are occurring now such as flooding, there is still more to be done in terms of 
implementation. An important element of this lies in ensuring that the right standards are set, and that those 
standards are adhered to.   

 
Economic instruments can help to manage risk either directly through risk financing or indirectly through 

providing incentives by means of subsidies, taxes and fees, licencing/permits and other market based instruments. 
Economic instruments are flexible tools that can provide incentives for anticipating and reducing impacts and can 
have lower costs to the public budget. However, there remain problems of effective implementation to be 
addressed. There is also some evidence that while risk financing mechanisms at local, national, regional and global 
scales contribute to increasing resilience to climate extremes and variability, they also involve major design 
challenges in order to avoid providing disincentives, causing market failure and worsening equity situation. 
Different sector-specific approaches to incentivize adaptation have also been identified.  
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Participants also discussed the role of the insurance sector in adaptation. In Europe, only a third of losses 

are currently insured. Insurance systems vary across OECD countries, ranging from the full compensation system 
in the Netherlands to the solidarity system in France and commercial insurance in the UK. Risk financing 
instruments can be assessed based on multiple criteria: applicability and effectiveness for risk sharing, 
effectiveness for incentivizing physical adaptation, efficiency and distributional aspects. It was recognized that the 
EU Solidarity fund is an important mechanism. The potential use of index-based insurance to reduce the moral 
hazard was also discussed.  
 

The private sector’s activities are essential for adaptation, but the discussion highlighted some challenges 
in this area. These include the lack of awareness or direct evidence about the effects of climate change on their 
profitability. Resource constraints and planning horizons can also militate against preparing for the longer-term 
effects of climate change. Impacts that are viewed as long-term and uncertain are not readily compatible with 
businesses that are focused on their quarterly financial results. The incentive to invest in adaptation is also not 
high if they view their supply chains and operations to be flexible. Participants discussed whether increased 
governmental incentives would facilitate private sector engagement in the adaptation. It was also noted that 
there have been some recent legal developments, with some lawyers arguing that sufficient information is now 
available on climate change for it to be a foreseeable risk.  

 
 

DAY 2: Financing climate resilience 
 

 
Session 5. Facilitating public sector finance for adaptation  
 

OECD countries have predominantly adopted a mainstreamed approach to financing adaptation, with 
funding expected to be delivered through existing channels. This session examined countries’ experiences in 
financing adaptation to date, with a focus upon the evidence needed to make these approaches operate 
effectively. 

 
This session highlighted the importance of tracking adaptation finance and outlined some practical 

challenges. Firstly, it is inherently difficult to delineate adaptation and therefore care is needed to avoid double-
counting. Further, different sectors are taking adaption into account in different ways. It was noted that while 
some sectors make use of ‘softer’ measures, e.g. guidelines and information, not requiring large costs thus not 
showing very large expenditures in national accounting, other sectors might make use of larger scale “hard’’ 
investments. It is, therefore, important to avoid conflating cost with effectiveness.. There can be a trade-off 
between maintaining the same methodology over time and allowing the methodology to evolve. 

 
France provided some insights on its national approach to adaptation financing. Its response to 

appropriate balance between mainstreamed and earmarked funding is that earmarking is limited to climate 
projections, transversal actions to foster adaptation practices including outreach, education and research 
projects. 

 
 
Participants also agreed on the importance of monitoring and evaluation to ensure clarity about 

adaptation spending is also an issue in developing countries, especially with regards to ensuring that the most 
vulnerable communities are targeted. Mainstreaming adaptation efforts may be preferred for overall 
development, but at the same time some countries prefer to have earmarked funds and stand-alone projects, 
since this can provide greater transparency. For international funding to be mobilized for adaptation there can be 
the demand for additionality of the measures to make sure those resources are well spent. However, developing 
countries face additional challenges of – often - lacking technical capacity and personnel as well as strong 
governance and clear legislation. To involve the private sector it can furthermore be productive to use pilot 
projects to demonstrate successes. 
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Panel discussion: Enabling the transition to climate resilience    
 
This final session concluded the workshop by examining how evidence, institutions and finance can be 

harnessed to support adaptation. Based on the presentations and discussions, it was clear that countries face 
common challenges around dealing with engagement of private sector, in co-ordinating adaptation at different 
levels of government, in prioritising the most vulnerable and in mobilising political will in support of adaptation. 

 
The first discussions drew upon the US federal government experience with the work on climate change 

adaptation. It was noted that the US is looking at the adaptation not just as a federal issue, but also as a national 
issue. As a result, they are engaging with a wide range of stakeholders: the federal agencies, tribal governments, 
state and local governments, as well as the private sector and the civil society. The role of the federal 
government, in addition to managing the territories that are under the federal responsibility, is to work effectively 
on the adaptation issues with local governments and the private sector. It was noted that while a significant 
amount of funding goes to the work on climate change at the federal level for information provision and 
coordination purposes, there are still unmet needs in terms of communicating and connecting all the available 
climate change data and research, as well as challenges in reaching relevant decision-makers, especially in the 
most vulnerable communities.  

 
The engagement of the federal government with the private sector on adaptation is currently limited. 

However, business imperatives were driving companies to exploit potential market opportunities for resilience. 
For instance, there are signs of the new economy of resilience such as resilient technologies, material or energy 
(e.g. micro grids). To better engage the private sector, the US federal government has come up with the New 
Climate Data initiative –which provides the data that the private sector can use putting it in acceptable format (i.e. 
weather service forecast at the retail level), targeting particularly smaller communities in the US.  

 
It was also noted that the climate change is still often considered as an environment issue, and the 

challenge is to make the dialogue better reflect the health, security, social, economic and justice aspects of the 
climate change.  

 
Participants also discussed how prioritization and implementation of adaptation measures is taking place 

at the local level. For example, some European cities are looking for the adaptation support are working directly 
from the European Environment Agency, rather than working through their national administration. In particular, 
there are demands for the knowledge base to support putting the topic of adaptation on the local policy agenda. 
It was also noted that the adaptation priorities at the local level are often much more integrated and cross-cutting 
than on the national level due to the smaller partners and having key people in charge of different topics at the 
same time, which facilitates looking across the sectors  (e.g. recreation or tourism).  

 
Different policy challenges to create demand for climate resilience were also discussed. It was noted that, 

the federal government is looking at the resilience actions being undertaken by certain cities to see how it can 
learn from the experience and update the federal policies where needed. At the same time, as the example of the 
US highlighted, the degree of local engagement on adaptation is variable, due to varying contexts, capacity and 
degree of political leadership.  

 
Lastly, the discussion emphasized that in order to encourage adaptation measures, increasing awareness 

of socioeconomic issues such as economic or health effects is often helpful. It was noted that engaging the most 
vulnerable communities can be a challenge. While there are a lot of programmes that target the vulnerable 
population, their practical implementation is still difficult. This is the case especially when the process to obtain 
funding for adaptation is a competitive one favouring the most economically beneficial projects. 
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