ntroduction: In the United Nations

Framework Convention on Climate

Change (UNFCCC), loss and damage
have emerged as a third key pillar of cli-
mate policy, together with mitigation
and adaptation, to address increasing
climate change impacts in developing
countries that are particularly vulnera-
ble to the adverse effect of climate
change.

While there is no commonly agreed
definition, loss and damage is most
commonly understood as the ad-
verse effects of climate change that
are not or cannot be avoided by
mitigation and adaptation efforts
(van der Geest and Warner 2015).
This definition implies that there are
two types of loss and damage: those
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that exceed adaptation limits and
those that can be minimized by tak-
ing adaptation efforts and finance.
The limits to adaptation are the
points at which adaptation fails to
avert intolerable climate impacts.

Opportunities for averting, minimizing,
and addressing loss and damage can be
found across a spectrum ranging from
reducing GHG emissions to disaster risk
management, climate change adapta-
tion, and addressing residual loss and
damage (see figure below). Reducing
global warming can help to avert losses
and damages while disaster risk man-
agement and climate change adaptation
actions can help minimize them.
Adaptation Limits and Loss

& Damage

Interventions to Avert, Minimize and Address Loss and Damage
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Loss and damage from climate change
arise when efforts to avert or minimize
climate impacts through mitigation and
adaptation fail. The points at which
adaptation fails to avert climate impacts
are called the ‘limits’ to adaptation. Re-
search on adaptation limits commonly
refers to hard and soft limits. Hard limits
are those that arise in physical systems,
and which cannot be averted through
adaptation action but rather only
through mitigation of GHGs. Soft limits
are those that can be avoided or mini-
mized through more concerted adapta-
tion efforts. Thus, the more the
adaptation gap is reduced, the fewer soft
limits will be crossed and the less loss
and damage there will be.

Hard Limits to Adaptation

Even if the temperature goal of the Paris
Agreement is achieved, there will still
be between 1.5°C and 2°C of warming
above pre-industrial levels (Mein-
shausen et al. 2022). At 1.5°C of warm-
ing, widespread changes in highly
climate-sensitive ecosystems such as
coral reefs and tropical glaciers are
likely. It is in natural systems such as
these, where the limits to adaptation
seem hard in the sense that there are
few options available to humans to
avoid the points at which they are fun-
damentally damaged and some or all
their unique and valued characteristics
are lost (Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change [IPCC] 2022).
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Many studies indicate the risks of
changes in ecosystems resulting from
climate change (Zommers et al. 2016;
van der Geest et al. 2018). For example,
the coral reefs of the Indian Ocean are
threatened with collapse due to marine
heating (Obura et al. 2022); beaches
and wetlands in California may be lost
due to rising sea levels (Barnard et al.
2021); the West Antarctic ice sheet may
progressively melt due to warming (Pat-
tyn and Morlighem 2020); many moun-
tain glaciers may tip into irreversible
melting beyond 2°C of warming (Hock
et al. 2019); parts of the Amazon rain-
forest are at risk of turning into savan-
nahs because of drying, heat and fire;
and changes in the West African mon-
soon may lead to shifts in vegetation
cover in the Sahel (McKay et al. 2022).

Climate-sensitive ecosystems facing
hard limits have both intrinsic and ex-
trinsic value to people. Extrinsic (or in-
strumental) values are those that arise
from the goods and services provided
by ecosystems to people whose liveli-
hoods depend on them. The loss of the
goods and services provided by ecosys-
tems that exceed their limits to adapta-
tion often flows into loss and damage in
social systems. For example, migration
and mobility in response to water inse-
curity can enhance conflict and disrupt
the cohesion of families and communi-
ties (Heslin et al. 2019); the loss of reefs
undermines the livelihoods of fishers,
human health, and in extreme cases the
sovereignty of whole countries (Martyr-
Koller et al. 2021). Changes in vegeta-
tion cover can increase hunger and
malnutrition (Kogo, Kumar, and Koech
2021).

Climate-sensitive ecosystems that face
hard limits also have intrinsic value in
that people value them for their exis-
tence. Intrinsic values are revealed, for
example, in World Heritage listings, and
people’s attachments to places and
landscapes (Adger et al. 2013; Barnett
et al. 2016). There are no commensu-
rable substitutes for the loss or damage
of things that are intrinsically valued,
and so these can be catastrophic to peo-
ple’s identity and well-being (Adger et
al. 2022). Hard limits can only be
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Examples of Economic and Non-economic Loss and
Damage from Extreme and Slow Onset Events
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avoided by deep cuts in GHG emissions
that allow ecosystems to slowly adapt in
ways that retain their instrumental and
intrinsic values (IPCC 2022).

Soft Limits to Adaptation

In some cases, loss and damage to cli-
mate-sensitive ecosystems can be
avoided or at least greatly delayed
through reductions in non-climate stres-
sors. For example, human diversions of
water are often a larger driver of change
in wetlands than climate; poorly sited
and designed structures can have a big-
ger impact on coastal erosion than sea
level rise; and logging and habitat frag-
mentation can have a bigger impact on
biodiversity losses in forests than cli-
mate drivers. In these cases, there are
actions that humans can take to avert
and minimize loss and damage. So the
limits to adaptation may be called soft
in the sense that known practices and
technologies can be effective, even if
they are not immediately available.
Their application seems unlikely (Bar-
nett et al. 2015).

The soft limits to adaptation arise from
development processes that expose
some groups to climate change risks,
constrain their adaptive capacities, or
impede adaptation responses. A range
of adaptations exists that can be made
to avert and minimize loss and damage
to resource-dependent livelihoods, most

often through a combination of tech-
nologies, ecosystem management,
changes in livelihoods, and improve-
ments in social and economic opportu-
nities (Valdivia et al. 2012; Janzen et al.
2021). These include practices that re-
duce people’s dependence on climate-
sensitive resources or enhance their
freedoms to adapt, such as social pro-
tections and income guarantees in times
of crisis, industrial restructuring pro-
grams, improvements in infrastructure,
and improvements in social opportuni-
ties. They also include technologies and
practices that reduce vulnerability and
exposure to climate hazards, such as
coastal defenses, irrigation, risk-sensi-
tive land-use management, and im-
proved designs for infrastructure. While
these adaptations are theoretically pos-
sible, some carry the risk of maladapta-
tion, all entail trade-offs among
competing values, and most face barri-
ers due to costs, governance systems, or
social norms (Boyd et al. 2021; Hen-
rique et al. 2022).

Therefore, identifying the limits of
adaptation is important to help avert,
minimize, and address loss and dam-
age. People’s sense of ‘intolerable
losses’ can be ascertained using diverse
social science methods, including
those associated with the elicitation of
values (Barnett et al. 2016). Doing so
in the context of climate risks brings to
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the fore benchmarks of loss whose
avoidance and minimization can serve
as the goals of adaptation. Careful and
committed co-production of knowl-
edge and strategies to identify, avert,
minimize and, if necessary, address
loss and damage can remove feelings
of powerlessness and injustice, build
relationships of care and responsibility,
help affected populations come to
terms with loss, stimulate collective ac-
tion and responsibility, and change ex-
pectations of the future in ways that
transform perceived losses to some-
thing less existentially troubling over
time (Barnett et al. 2016). Averting,
minimizing, and addressing loss and
damage therefore involves foresight to
identify adaptation limits and their con-
sequences. This can be done at any
sectoral or spatial scale using estab-
lished methods for investigating future
conditions (Cook et al. 2014).

The risk that adaptation fails increases
with GHG emissions. The more warm-
ing there is, the less time there will be
for adaptation to take effect. Slowing the
rate of warming allows more time for
soft limits to adaptation to be overcome.
Given enough time, adaptation action
may indeed overcome some soft adap-
tation limits in ways that avoid and min-
imize some loss and damage.
Nevertheless, climate extremes are al-
ready causing significant loss and dam-
age, and this trend will continue despite
even the most effective adaptation and
well before anticipated limits to adapta-
tion have been reached.

Categorizing loss and damage
Although many conceptualizations of
loss and damage exist, there is a general
agreement that it can be categorized as
economic or non-economic, an under-
standing that also is shared by the UN-
FCCC's overview of the issue (Boyd et
al. 2017).

Economic loss and damage include im-
pacts that can be assigned a monetary
value, such as damage to infrastructure
or loss of earnings or productivity. Non-
economic loss and damage encom-
passes a spectrum of outcomes that are
not easily assigned a monetary value
and are not typically subject to market
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transactions. They include the loss of
life, health, rights, territory, cultural her-
itage, Indigenous or local knowledge,
biodiversity loss, and loss of ecosystem
services.

While there are methodologies that at-
tempt to quantify the economic loss and
damage, non-economic losses, and
damages are more difficult to assess and
thus are often disregarded or underval-
ued (Boyd et al. 2021). However, failure
to consider non-economic losses and
damages means that quantitative esti-
mates of loss and damage underestimate
the extent of climate impacts, particu-
larly for low-income regions where
there is a lack of systematic monitoring
or reporting of non-economic losses and
damages (Thomas and Benjamin 2020;
Chandra et al. 2023).

Another approach is to categorize loss
and damage as avoidable or unavoid-
able — a way of differentiating between
loss and damage that may or may not be
prevented by adaptation and mitigation
(Verheyen 2012; van der Geest and
Warner 2015). Avoidable loss and dam-
age can theoretically be prevented
through implementing mitigation and/or
adaptation measures and can be further
categorized as unavoided if such meas-
ures are not implemented. Unavoidable
loss and damage refers to impacts that
occur despite mitigation and adapta-
tion, such as loss and damage resulting
from extreme events where no adapta-
tion efforts would have been able to

prevent impacts. Unavoidable loss and
damage are closely linked to an under-
standing of adaptation limits and thresh-
olds. Categorizing loss and damage as
avoidable or unavoidable allows for
identifying different approaches to re-
spond to loss and damage, including the
need for transformative approaches to
address the inevitable impacts of cli-
mate change, such as loss of territory
due to long-term sea level rise (Mechler
and Schinko 2016; Heslin 2019; Mech-
ler and Deubelli 2021).

Finance to Address Loss

and Damage

The decision to establish a dedicated
fund to assist developing countries in re-
sponding to economic and noneco-
nomic loss and damage associated with
climate change was a historic move
agreed upon at COP 27 in 2022. The
decision acknowledged “the urgent and
immediate need for new, additional,
predictable and adequate financial re-
sources to assist developing countries
that are particularly vulnerable to the
adverse effects of climate change in re-
sponding to economic and non-eco-
nomic loss and damage associated with
the adverse effects of climate change,
including extreme weather events and
slow onset events.” (UNFCCC 2022).

At COP 27, a Transitional Committee
agreed it was responsible for opera-
tionalizing both the new funding
arrangements and the fund for consid-
eration and adoption at COP 28 in
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Dubai; an ongoing process. Key consid-
erations raised during the discussions in-
clude questions related to the sources of
funding, access to funding, the types of
activities and options to be funded, and
the structure and governance of the
fund and the funding arrangements. An-
other key question is how to prioritize
countries that are highly vulnerable and
have low capacity to finance climate
action. Different understandings of vul-
nerability and interpretations in climate
negotiations mean these discussions are
complex (Chhetri, Schaefer and Watson
2021).

The funding for loss and damage will be
wide-ranging and the needs of coun-
tries, as informed by national assess-
ments, will vary across space and over
time. Countries will experience different
conditions for similar climatic events,
non-economic and economic needs
will also differ, and there will be varying
financial requirements for addressing
loss and damage from extreme weather
events and slow onset events. Adequate
climate information services and needs
assessments are crucial for informed
planning and addressing loss and dam-
age. Similarly, support to develop ap-
propriate financial tools, including
social protection, insurance, and meas-
ures to assist those displaced by loss and
damage, is crucial.

As we know, overall climate finance is
very limited compared to the needs. Fi-
nancial need per year is USD 215 bil-
lion to USD 387 only for adaptation
(Adaptation Gap Report 2023) and cur-
rently, we are getting around 20 billion
USD. More than 50% of that funding is
loan. There is no universally accepted
definition of climate finance and ac-
counting of climate finance is not trans-
parent. According to a report of
OXFAM financing for adaptation is
7.92% and access to adaptation fi-
nance is very slow and complicated
compared to mitigation financing. In
maximum cases adaptation (also appli-
cable for loss and damage financing) fi-
nancing does not generate any revenue
and a grant is the suitable option (if not
the only option) for adaptation financ-
ing. These challenges are also applica-
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ble (maybe more) for the L & D financ-
ing. Furthermore, only 1-2% of money
flows through the UNFCCC channel
(such as GCF, GEF, LDCF, and SCCF),
and that channel is the most suitable
for the vulnerable countries as all the
groups have representation in the gov-
ernance of the UNFCCC channel. Max-
imum money flows through the
bilateral channel and there are big
questions on the quality of that bilateral
climate financing. The observation of
the Oxfam study was that vulnerable
countries, particularly African coun-
tries might fall into a new debt trap due
to loan-based adaptation financing
(Climate Finance Shadow Report,
Oxfam, 2020). Considering the previ-
ous experience with adaptation financ-
ing, we may not be very optimistic
about the quantity and quality of L & D
financing. However, vulnerable devel-
oping countries should work together
with the common goal of getting a
commitment from the developed coun-
tries to ensure adequate, predictable,
new, and additional loss and damage
financing, and that funding should be
easily and quickly accessible. =3

Dr. Fazle Rabbi Sadeque Ahmed,
Deputy Managing Director (Environment
and Climate Change), PKSF,
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