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Preliminary assessment of the impacts of COVID-19 on adaptation



COVID-19 will affect adaptation planning, finance &
implementation

• Still too early to gauge how COVID-19 will affect global adaptation processes

• Short-term effects
• Adaptation has fallen down the political agenda at all levels of governance

• Resources have been reallocated to address the public health crisis

• Longer-term effects

• Socioeconomic consequences are expected to have lasting implications for adaptation

• Economic downturn will add pressures on public finances and may change priorities

• Vulnerable countries and population groups will be disproportionately affected

• COVID-19 stimulus packages could lead to climate-resilient and low-emission recovery

• But stimulus packages announced so far are largely missing this opportunity
© Eyoel Kahssay (Unsplash)

2



Climate adaptation is now widely embedded in policy and planning, …
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• Most countries (72%) have adopted at least one 
national-level adaptation planning instrument

• Some countries (9%) are in the process of 
developing a plan, strategy, policy or law

• Most developing countries (125) are developing 
national adaptation plans (NAPs)

• Many countries have developed sectoral (58%) 
and subnational (21%) planning instruments

Progress in adaptation planning is expected to continue because climate awareness is rising 
and driving an increasing number of initiatives at all levels



… but levels of engagement and quality of instruments vary widely
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The Paris Agreement strives to assess adequacy and effectiveness of 
adaptation planning:

• About 50% of countries address climate risks comprehensively

• About half of countries meet criteria for inclusiveness
(stakeholders, processes, gender)

• Performance against criteria for integration is mixed (horizontal: 
fairly high; vertical: quite low)

• Meeting criteria for implementability and monitoring and 
evaluation much less common

• Lacking consensus on assessment methodologies, it is currently 
not possible to assess progress toward countries’ adaptation 
objectives

As countries increasingly submit more consistent information, insights into progress on global adaptation planning 
will become more nuanced



Adaptation finance is growing but the gap is not closing
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Significant scaling up of both public and private adaptation finance is required to narrow the gap

• Total tracked adaptation finance is currently US$ 30 billion (ca. 5% of total 
climate finance of US$ 579 billion per year)

• Multilateral support for adaptation increased significantly between 2013 
and 2017 from 8% to 14.6% of overall multilateral development finance

• Over the same period, bilateral adaptation support increased from 4.6% to 
6.1% of overall bilateral development finance

• While global adaptation finance flows grew by 35% since 2015, the 
proportion of total climate finance remains at 5%

• Water and wastewater management, land use and disaster risk 
management are the sectors financed most

• Though difficult to compare adaptation costs with adaptation finance, the 
gap does not seem to be closing

Adaptation-related multilateral flows to developing countries

Adaptation-related bilateral flows to developing countries



Adaptation finance is evolving
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• Adaptation finance modalities are evolving: wider range of instruments (besides grants), actors & approaches

• For example, Green Climate Fund has allocated 40% of its portfolio to adaptation and is catalyzing private sector 
investment

• There is increasing momentum towards ensuring a sustainable financial system because of the growing recognition that 
climate risks require a climate resilient economy

• New tools, such as sustainability investment criteria, climate-related disclosure principles 
and mainstreaming of climate risks into investment decisions, can stimulate investments
in climate resilience and move finance away from investments that increase vulnerability

Significant scaling up of both public and private adaptation finance is required to narrow the gap



Implementation of adaptation actions is growing worldwide, …

7

Number and volume of primary adaptation projects from UNFCCC climate funds

• Since 2006, UNFCCC climate funds have financed close to 400 projects focusing on adaptation - , half in least 
developed countries (LDCs) and 15% in small island developing states (SIDS)

• Projects are getting larger (since 2017 often above US$ 25 million), suggesting that adaptation actions are becoming 
more comprehensive and potentially more transformative

• The top three climate hazards addressed by adaptation projects are drought, rainfall variability and flooding, mainly 
in agriculture and water sectors

• Private sector engagement remains low,  except in tourism, agriculture and insurance

Further scaling up of the levels of implementation is needed to avoid falling behind with managing climate risks, 
particularly in developing countries



… but there is limited evidence of climate risk reduction
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• Projects mostly target national and local governments, communities and technical agencies: 1/4 - 2/3 ultimately reach 
vulnerable members of society, including women and the poor

• UNFCCC climate funds have together reached more than 20 million direct and indirect beneficiaries and have trained more 
than 500,000 people on climate resilience measures

• Most projects are in early implementation stages: only 3% have reached stages of climate risk reduction

• Evidence of adaptation outcomes, such as reduced vulnerability, is still rare

• More attention is needed to assess the effects of adaptation, including on maladaptation

Stage of implementation of adaptation actions documented in scientific articles

Further scaling up of the levels of implementation is needed to avoid falling behind with managing climate risks, 
particularly in developing countries



Focus on nature-based solutions

IPBES

CAS

UNEA5

COP26

UN Decade on 
Ecosystem Restoration
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NbS: “Actions to protect, sustainably manage and restore natural and 
modified ecosystems that address societal challenges effectively and 
adaptively, simultaneously providing human well-being and biodiversity 
benefits” - IUCN

NbS for adaptation help people adapt to climate change, and enhance the 
climate resilience of communities, assets and society

• Growing recognition that global crises of climate change 
and biodiversity loss are strongly interlinked.

o Climate change is a major driver of biodiversity loss.

o Nature has a fundamental role in mitigation and 
adaptation.

• Urgent need for policy and action to secure and harness 
nature’s benefits.

© UNEP

NbS for adaptation are often low-cost options that bring environmental, economic and social benefits
to a wide range of stakeholders



Biodiversity and climate risk

• Many ecosystems that play a critical role in NbS are 
themselves highly vulnerable to climate change. 

• Risks can be addressed by accelerating mitigation and 
climate-informed natural resource management and 
conservation.
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© Manishka De Mel

NbS are commonly applied to address four main 
types of climate-related hazards

To address coastal climate hazards, climate risk information –
including sea level rise, sea surface temperature, and extreme heat – is 
being integrated into adaptation planning in the  Mesoamerican Reef 
Region.

NbS for adaptation are often low-cost options that bring environmental, economic and social benefits
to a wide range of stakeholders, but their effectiveness may be limited by climate change



NbS in Planning

• A majority of NAPs refer to ecosystem-based 
approaches but these are broadly described with 
no explicit details on how they would reduce risks. 

• NbS requires system-scale approaches and will 
involve planning and coordination across national 
and jurisdictional boundaries.
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Over 60% of countries (104 nations) included aspects 
of NbS in the adaptation component of their NDCs. 

A majority (>90%) were least developed countries.

Most describe broad goals and less than 1/3 describe 
measurable targets.

Nature-based solutions in adaptation components of Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs)

Saint Lucia’s Sectoral Adaptation Strategy and 
Action Plan for the Water Sector prioritizes EbA
solutions (e.g., vegetative buffers and wetlands)

© Terry Ott © Terry Ott

National and international policy and actions are increasingly recognizing that NbS play a vital role in climate 
change adaptation, but there are few tangible plans



Financing NbS

• Cumulative investment in adaptation projects major global funds 
(GEF, GCF, AF, IKI) now stands at US$ 94 billion of which 13% 
contain NbS elements with only a fraction for implementation. 

• Steps to address NbS financing gaps include: diversifying and 
expanding the funding base, creating enabling conditions.
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Relationship between NbS finance for adaptation, climate 
finance and conservation finance

The nebulous nature of NbS
financing, makes gauging the current 
status of NbS funding challenging. 



Implementation of nature-based solutions for adaptation
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Implementation of NbS targeting coastal hazards, intense precipitation, drought and rising temperatures has been 
growing worldwide, but evidence of risk reduction remains sparse

• New initiatives with NbS for adaptation have risen from a 
handful in 2000 to over 70 per year today (not counting urban 
NbS)

• Most projects in rural environments (mainly in developing 
countries) target coastal flooding and erosion, freshwater 
flooding, droughts and wildfires

• Urban NbS (mainly in developed countries) focus on coastal and 
freshwater flooding as well as heat

• NbS also deliver other social, environmental, economic and 
governance-related benefits

• Benefits accrue to many vulnerable groups, including indigenous 
peoples, local communities and women

• NbS require inclusive governance and institutions to manage 
public goods, long-term investments and planning stability



Implementation of NbS

• An exponential increase in NbS for adaptation activities 
from 2005-2015 and since then plateaued at around 70 
new initiatives per year.

• Over half of all NbS initiatives are carried out in rural 
areas, 30%  in urban areas and ~20% in coastal areas. 
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Hazard most commonly addressed with NbS: intense precipitation (flooding and 
erosion) followed by drought, rising temperatures (especially in urban environments) 
& coastal hazards. 

Sankey diagram connecting underlying hazards to their impacts on the ground (proximate hazards) 
and how different NbS are being used to address them.

© Africa Briefing

Implementation of NbS targeting coastal hazards, intense precipitation, drought and rising temperatures has been growing 
worldwide, but as for other adaptation evidence of risk reduction remains sparse

Credit: John Winnie Jr., 
WCS-Afghanistan



Outlook on the global progress of adaptation
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• Climate adaptation is now fully part of climate policy action with widespread adoption 
and continued development of national, subnational and sectoral adaptation planning 
instruments

• Effectiveness and adequacy of planning, finance and implementation vary with national 
circumstances and climate risk profiles, and require more effort 

• Early signs of deeper transformations towards more climate-resilient and sustainable 
financial systems and investments are emerging but require stronger, long-term 
commitments and action

• Real risk that adaptation costs will increase faster than adaptation finance

• Monitoring and evaluation, are key, but so far  inadequate and need further development 
and implementation

• Limited indications of current and future levels of risk reduction in connection with trends 
in adaptation planning finance and implementation

Overall, there is robust evidence that 
progress has been made on greater 
engagement in national-level 
adaptation worldwide over the 
course of the last decade but further 
ambition is needed

Despite encouraging trends, the scale 
of adaptation progress at the 
national level is insufficient and 
tracking progress remains a 
challenge

Gaps urgently need to be narrowed as recent IPCC reports warn of increasing climate risk levels, even under 
emission scenarios curtailing end-of-century warming to +1.5-2°C
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