THEMATIC BRIEF

Enhancing Integrity to Avoid Maladaptation
Integrity and good governance in climate adaptation projects are the cornerstones of successful projects for
ensuring that funds are used for their designated purposes and enabling adaptation.
This Thematic Brief reflects on how adaptation projects may result in maladaptation from the integrity perspective,
which either heightens the expected climate-related risks or creates a new set of additional risks.

Objectives of the Thematic Brief
•

To examine the issue of how corruption and
integrity failures may heighten the risk of
maladaptation and to lay the framework for a
better approach to ensure integrity in climate
adaptation financing and project development and
implementation.

•

To highlight the importance of adopting preventive
integrity measures in reducing the risks of
maladaptation.

•

To encourage further discourse on the relationship
between maladaptation and corruption and to
support policymakers, decision-makers, and other
actors involved in climate adaptation finance to take
informed actions that strengthen integrity measures
across the adaptation project cycle.

The 2015 Paris Agreement underlined the global
importance of adaptation as there is a collective
demand to significantly increase adaptation funding
to address the challenges of the climate emergency.
The Adaptation Committee, under the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),

“ Climate change adaptation
is the process of adjusting to
current or expected climate
change and its effects. ”
(IPCC, 2014)

Urgency of Adaptation
The 2021 Sixth Assessment Report of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is a
red alert: the world is in the grip of a climate crisis and
we are witnessing the unfolding of both predictable and
unpredictable impacts across continents. The floods,
burning forests, heat waves, and intense storms that are
displayed across news and social media are indications
of the catastrophe currently enveloping us and also are
what awaits the planet - its wealth of terrestrial, and
oceanic flora and fauna, and the billions of humans
who depend on them– if we do not act soon.

issued a report reflecting on the evolution of adaptation
in the climate regime and outlining its work towards the
first global stocktake (GST) under the Paris Agreement
scheduled for 2023. The report ‘‘25 Years of Adaptation
Under the UNFCCC:” draws attention to the increasingly
urgent adaptation needs. According to estimates,
adaptation costs are likely to range from USD 140
billion to 300 billion per annum by 2030 and could rise
to between USD 280 billion and 500 billion per annum
by 2050.

1

These will require adaptation and may involve new
infrastructure, approaches, and innovations. The size of
the climate challenge means that adaptation must be
implemented at scale yet co-designed and tailored to
address different types of risks in different geographies.
This may include rehabilitation of habitat, putting
in place emergency measures, or developing new
infrastructure, among a range of other measures.
What is certain is that adaptation will involve massive
investments. The influx of increased investment,
in turn, potentially raises the risk for corruption,
mismanagement, and failures of integrity. These, in
turn, may result in maladaptation: either exacerbating
existing climate-related risks or creating new,
unintended risks for the same community or for a
different group or area.
The Risk of Maladaptation
Given the considerable investments of international
climate finance committed to adaptation, particularly in
developing countries, there has been strong eagerness
among different stakeholders in understanding the
drivers and characteristics of maladaptation (Klinsky et
al., 2012).
Maladaptation can arise from adaptation strategies that
prioritize short-term outcomes over the risks associated
with longer-term threats (Noble et al., 2014) and may
worsen existing and/or future conditions for individuals,
civil society, corporations, governments and/or

The Green Climate Fund (GCF) has a mandate
established by the Parties to the UNFCCC to play
a significant and growing role in adaptation in
developing countries through its commitment
to country ownership and balanced funding for
adaptation and mitigation. As GCF increases its
funding for adaptation projects, GCF endeavors
to ensure that the funds are appropriately utilized
and hence aspires to understand more about
the risks of maladaptation. One of the risks that
needs to be explored is the risk of corruption
and poor integrity practices in projects leading
to maladaptation. As of August 2021, GCF has
committed USD 3 billion to adaptation projects.
SNAPSHOT: Adaptation Projects Financed by GCF
(as of 07 October 2021)
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Source: GCF Database

Maladaptation can arise from adaptation strategies prioritizing
short-term outcomes over the risks associated with longerterm threats (Noble et al., 2014) and may worsen existing and/
or future conditions for individuals, civil society, corporations,
governments and/or environmental values (Schipper, 2020).
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One of the challenges of climate change adaptation
is that the countries which are most vulnerable (least
developed countries, countries in conflict, and small
island developing states) often do not have sufficient
financial resources, technical capabilities, and the
institutional capacity for adaptation. In addition, a
number of vulnerable communities are, or will be,
displaced from their current living environments,
leading potentially to increased migration of people to
urban areas, already stressed rural areas, or into other
countries as climate refugees. To ensure community
resilience, such communities will require support,
identified by communities as required and appropriate,
to gain access to various necessities like water,
sanitation, health, and emergency services.
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environmental values (Schipper, 2020).
Maladaptation can occur due to an insufficient
understanding of local cultural, socio-economic, and
political contexts; inequitable participation; retrofitting
of adaptation projects; and adaptation success being
defined by dominant development agendas (Eriksen et
al., 2021).
A recent study confirms that the environmental
impact of maladaptation might be particularly more
pronounced in poor and vulnerable areas as these
communities may have limited capacity to defend
themselves (Antoci et al., 2020).
The Nexus Between Integrity failures/Corruption
and Maladaptation
Corruption can divert funds from their designated
purpose and subverts the decision-making process
towards projects that benefit the corrupt. In this way,
it can alter adaptation projects turning them into
maladaptive ones, hence the need to ensure integrity in
all climate adaptation projects.
Corruption and skewed decision-making processes
in climate adaptation projects may be enabled and
driven by inequitable power, alignments, strong vested
interests, opportunities to make money, short-term
political agendas, the capture of resources and power,
opaque decision-making process, and the exclusion
from the decision making of vulnerable groups,
minorities, women, and youth.
Powerful lobbies, whether from the private sector or
dominant sectors, including mining, agriculture, water,
and energy sector, may influence the decision-making
process, which, may lead to maladaptation. According
to the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), there
have also been instances of specific projects being
repackaged as climate adaptation projects, such as
expensive infrastructure benefiting a small interested
group. Such projects are termed, “sham adaptation”
(UNEP, 2019), and they are often driven by corrupt
practices.

CASE STUDY 1
Villagization Programme in Ethiopia
The Villagization Programme in Ethiopia was
introduced in 2009 targeting pastoralists and
agropastoralists in the Gambella Region with
the intention of reducing their vulnerabilities
to floods and droughts while facilitating
development. The project was financed by
the Government of Ethiopia. A review of
the programme outcomes by the team of
researchers revealed that communities were
alienated from their traditional ways of life.
During the movement to the new villages,
community members faced immediate
reductions in food availability and loss
of livelihoods. Once in the new villages,
reductions in community access to land
and water resources increased vulnerability
to droughts while exacerbating tensions in
the region. Instead of adapting to climate
change, this program is an example of
maladaptation. Not only did the forced
movement to villages result in conflict and
tensions, the adaptative objectives were
not achieved. This case study shows that
while there may be different drivers that
caused this maladaptation, improvement
in integrity/anticorruption measures during
the implementation phase would have
significantly contributed to better results of
the project.
Source: Global Environmental Change (Milman
and Arsano, 2014)
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CASE STUDY 2

Water Sector: A major Beneficiary of Adaptation Funds

Shelter Project in Bangladesh

The water sector remains highly affected by climate
change, and significant adaptation measures are
being undertaken in this sector. Thus, it is a major
beneficiary of adaptation funds. Notwithstanding
excellent examples of adaptation efforts that have
been beneficial there are those that require more
investigation to address concerns of maladaptation and
possible corruption. The Water Integrity Network (WIN),
for example, focuses on addressing corruption and
integrity issues surrounding the water and sanitation
sector. It is estimated that if USD 100 billion is mobilized
annually for climate projects and 13% of which is
allocated to water projects, then roughly USD 1-2
billion can be lost to corruption in water projects alone
(WIN-GIZ, 2019). WIN is involved with other partners,
including the GCF, in raising awareness around the
need to take preventive measures to ensure that climate
funds are appropriately utilized.

In Bangladesh, a school that doubles as a flood
shelter were constructed to house victims. It was
built on the premises of the government engineer
who intended to use the structure for his own
purposes. The location was across the river from
the fishing communities who then are not able to
cross the river during storms to take advantage
of the shelter. This is an anecdotal example of
a part of a study by Transparency International
Bangladesh that tracked the usage of government
climate funds in the country. The result of such
maladaptation driven by corruption and vested
interests denied these communities prompt access
to these shelters in urgent situations.
Source: Transparency International Bangladesh (2020)

Conclusion and Key Recommendations
Corruption and integrity failures in climate adaptation projects have the potential to increase maladaptive
outcomes to a varying extent. However, the extent and nature of the links between corruption and
maladaptation require further examination. As a result, the following recommendations are made:
•

Advocate further research/studies across
key climate adaptation sectors to better
understand the manifestations and
consequences of corruption in the continuum
between adaptation and maladaptation;

•

Identify best practices for reducing corruption
risks in climate adaptation and share lessons
learned;

•

Encourage collective action at the global,
national, and local level, to reduce the
potential for corruption risks resulting in
maladaptation and to advance the discourse
on maladaptation-corruption nexus;

•

Develop integrity tools, knowledge products,
and anti-corruption strategies and undertake
integrity risk assessment to mitigate integrity
failures in climate adaptation projects;

•

Ensure greater transparency in project
monitoring by affected communities as well as
greater transparency and participation in the
project decision-making process; and

•

Promote a ‘zero-tolerance’ culture for
prohibited practices through a preventive
approach by raising awareness among
executing agencies, on the importance of
communicating, reporting, and sanctioning
of fraud, corruption, and other prohibited
practices that may lead to maladaptation.
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