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The close linkages between climate change adaptation and development have led to calls for addressing the two issues in an
integrated way. ‘Mainstreaming’ climate information, policies and measures into ongoing development planning and
decision-making has been proposed as one solution, making a more sustainable, effective and efficient use of resources
than designing and managing climate policies separately from ongoing activities. But what does mainstreaming look like
in practice? This paper reviews the process of mainstreaming in Bangladesh, one of the countries that has made
significant progress on adaptation planning and mainstreaming. The paper begins by making the case for mainstreaming,
by exploring linkages and trade-offs between adaptation and development and reviewing the literature on mainstreaming.
Second, it considers how to implement mainstreaming in practice, reviewing an existing four-step framework. Examining
this framework against the plethora of mainstreaming experiences in Bangladesh, the paper considers how the framework
can be used as a tool to review progress on mainstreaming in Bangladesh. The paper concludes that while the framework
is useful for considering some of the preconditions necessary for mainstreaming, experiences in Bangladesh reflect a
much more complex patchwork of processes and stakeholders that need to be taken into consideration in further research.

Keywords: mainstreaming; climate change; adaptation; development; Bangladesh

Note: This paper is adapted with kind permission of the journals from Ayers, Huq, Faisal and Hussain, 2013: Mainstreaming
climate change adaptation into development: a case study of Bangladesh. Climate Wires 5(1) pp.37–51.

1. Introduction

Adaptation to climate change has been defined as adjust-
ment in natural or human systems in response to actual or
expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates
harm or exploits beneficial opportunities (IPCC, 2007).
Although the whole world is affected by the impacts of
climate change, it is widely accepted those most in need
of support for adaptation are the poorest people in develop-
ing countries (Adger, Huq, Brown, Conway, & Hulme,
2009; Ayers & Dodman, 2010; Burton, 2004; Huq &
Ayers, 2007; IPCC, 2007; Schipper, 2007). This is
because although exposure to impacts is driven by climatic
hazards, the capacity to adapt to these hazards is deter-
mined by factors related to (under) development such as
poverty, social and political marginalization, meaning
people are unable to cope with both climate and other stres-
ses. For example, individuals and households that have
reliable access to food and adequate food reserves, clean
water, health care and education will inevitably be better
prepared to deal with a variety of shocks and stresses –

including those arising because of climate change

(Dodman, Ayers, & Huq, 2009). The links between devel-
opment and adaptation have resulted in calls to tackle the
two issues in an integrated way – to ‘mainstream’ climate
change adaptation into development support and develop-
ment planning (Huq et al., 2004; Klein, Schipper, &
Dessai, 2003, Klein, 2010; Olhoff & Schaer, 2010).

Mainstreaming involves the integration of information,
policies and measures to address climate change into
ongoing development planning and decision-making
(Klein et al., 2003). It is seen as making more sustainable,
effective and efficient use of resources than designing and
managing policies separately from ongoing activities
(Ayers & Huq, 2009a; Klein et al., 2003). In theory, main-
streaming should create ‘no regrets’ opportunities for
achieving development that is resilient to current and
future climate impacts for the most vulnerable, and avoid
potential tradeoffs between adaptation and development
strategies that could result in maladaptation in the future
(Ayers & Huq, 2009a; Klein et al., 2003).

But what does mainstreaming look like in practice? As
the mainstreaming agenda is taken up by international
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organizations, developed country agencies and developing
country planners, various approaches are emerging. This
paper reviews the process of mainstreaming in Bangladesh,
one of the countries making significant progress on adap-
tation planning and mainstreaming. It begins by making
the case for mainstreaming, exploring the linkages and
trade-offs between adaptation and development and
describing the various approaches to mainstreaming from
the literature. Second, it considers how to implement main-
streaming in practice, drawing on a conceptual framework
originally proposed in Huq and Ayers (2008). Finally, it
examines this framework against the plethora of main-
streaming experiences emerging in Bangladesh and con-
siders what can be learnt for informing future research on
adaptation mainstreaming.

2. Methodology

This paper is intended as a review rather than as a research
paper. The primary purpose of this paper is to review a fra-
mework for mainstreaming adaptation originally proposed
in Huq and Ayers in 2008. At the time the framework was
written, mainstreaming was in its infancy, with little in the
way of documented practice. At the time, while other
guidelines existed for mainstreaming adaptation into devel-
opment (described in the next section of this paper), the fra-
mework was an early attempt to map what was going on in
practice. This paper returns to the framework, and con-
siders the value of the framework against what has been
learnt from mainstreaming in practice. We review domestic
progress on mainstreaming in Bangladesh, which has taken
strides at national and sub-national levels in terms of main-
streaming adaptation. The majority of the paper is based on
analysis of existing literature and critiques of adaptation
planning and mainstreaming in Bangladesh since the pub-
lication of the review, and supports this analysis with inter-
view data conducted with Government, non-governmental
organization (NGO) and donor officials engaged in the pro-
cesses described. Firstly, we describe the way mainstream-
ing has emerged in Bangladesh, and the numerous
approaches that have been taken. Second, we review this
experience against the framework, and consider how the
framework could be updated and revised in the light of
these experiences.

3. Mainstreaming adaptation and development: a
framework for analysis

3.1. Why mainstream? The linkages between
adaptation and development

Historically, climate change adaptation and development
have been managed in different arenas. Climate change
adaptation emerged as a response to climate change
impacts as governed under the United Nations Framework

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The ‘ultimate
objective’ of the UNFCCC is the mitigation of greenhouse
gas emissions to prevent ‘dangerous’ climate change. Thus,
adaptation emerged under global governance structures
from discussions of climate change impacts and how they
could be managed. This has developed into an ‘impacts-
based’ approach to adaptation (Burton, Huq, Lim, Pilifo-
sova, & Schipper, 2002; Ford, 2008), which has resulted
in what Klein defines as ‘technology-based’ interventions
such as dams, early-warning systems, seeds and irrigation
schemes based on specific knowledge of future climate
conditions (Klein, 2008).

However, scholars and practitioners from development
and disaster risk reduction fields have repeatedly pointed
out that such ‘stand-alone’ approaches to adaptation target-
ing very specific climate risks, are unlikely to be effective
where they do not also address the underlying factors
related to development that make people vulnerable
(Adger & Kelly, 1999; Cannon, 2000). During the 1980s,
observers from these fields began to draw attention to the
link between the risks people face, and the reasons
behind their vulnerability to these risks in the first place
(Sen, 1999). Such arguments suggested that using the
impacts of hazards as the starting point for adaptation to
environmental hazards was misguided, because it ignores
the ways in which local and wider contexts determine
people’s vulnerability (Blaikie, Cannon, Davis, & Wisner,
1994; Smit & Wandel, 2006).

The development community applied this thinking to
climate change adaptation as early as 1987, when the
Brundtland Report cited climate change as a major environ-
mental challenge facing development (Ayers & Dodman,
2010). Researchers began to apply theories of social vul-
nerability to adaptation (Adger & Kelly, 1999), while
development agencies began to recognize climate change
as a threat to development efforts and poverty reduction
(Sperling, 2003). Central to the proposals being put
forward was that poverty underpins vulnerability, and
therefore good development must be the starting point for
adaptation. Burton (2004) suggests that analysing vulner-
able communities would reveal an existing ‘adaptation
deficit’, which is the existing capacity of many vulnerable
countries and groups to cope with and adapt to existing
climate risks. Adaptation would need to reduce this
deficit to increase people’s resilience to climatic variation
more generally, before they can adapt to future changes
(Burton, 2004). Such insights have led some scholars to
conclude that much adaptation simply represents a practical
means of achieving sustainable development (Huq &
Ayers, 2008).

This has given rise to recommendations to support sus-
tainable livelihoods, improve governance and make insti-
tutions more accountable and participatory as part of
adaptation support (Klein, 2008; Sperling, 2003). For
example, in Vietnam, Kelly and Adger (2009) propose
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that possible adaptive outcomes from a climate-vulner-
ability analysis might include: prioritizing poverty
reduction; income diversification; and addressing land
and common property management rights. Such interven-
tions could well be part of a development programme irre-
spective of climatic risks. Levina (2007) highlights the
potential for the Millennium Development Goals to
reduce vulnerability: reducing poverty, providing general
education and health services, and providing access to
financial markets and technologies will all improve the
livelihoods of vulnerable people, and increase their adap-
tive capacity. An analysis of official development assist-
ance (ODA) activities demonstrated that more than 60%
of all ODA could be relevant to facilitating adaptation
(Levina, 2007).

The relationship between adaptation and development
also works in the other direction: climate change poses a
direct threat to the sustainability of development invest-
ments. The World Bank estimates that up to 40% of devel-
opment financed by overseas assistance and concessional
loans is sensitive to climatic risk (Burton, Diringer, &
Smith, 2006). This not only challenges poverty reduction
strategies over the medium term, but also consequently
undermines the capacity of the poorest people to adapt
(Anderson, 2011). Thus, under climate change, the ‘adap-
tation deficit’ will be exacerbated.

Finally, failing to take adaptation into account in devel-
opment practice can result in maladaptation, where actions
or investments create further risks for adaptation (Barnett &
O’Neill, 2010). Barnett and O’Neill (2010) describe five
key dimensions of maladaptation, including actions that
increase greenhouse gas emissions; disproportionately
burden the most vulnerable; have high opportunity costs;
reduce long-term incentives to adapt; and create path-
dependency.

Thus, at least in principle, development and adaptation
are now recognized as co-dependent (IPCC, 2007; Olhoff
& Schaer, 2010). As adaptation gained prominence under
the UNFCCC, its context has shifted from being tied into
discussions over impacts and thresholds (Burton, 2004)
towards explicit recognition of the role of development in
managing adaptation in the scientific and policy guidance
emerging from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) and UNFCCC (Schipper, 2006). In the
development context, donor agencies are increasingly
seeking to ‘climate-proof’ their investments and make
them relevant to the building of adaptive capacity
(Tanner, 2008). A review undertaken of interventions
labelled as ‘adaptation’ found that in practice, adaptation
and development are not implemented as discreet interven-
tions, but instead lie along a continuum between those that
overlap almost completely with development, and those
focused specifically on climate impacts (McGray,
Hammill, & Bradley, 2007). Accordingly, there is broad
agreement within both the climate and development

community that an integrated approach to doing adaptation
and development makes sense (Ayers & Dodman, 2010;
Gupta, 2009; IPCC, 2007).

3.2. Addressing adaptation and development
through mainstreaming

Integrating adaptation into development is often referred to
as ‘mainstreaming’. In general terms, mainstreaming refers
to integrating an issue into existing (usually development)
institutions and decision-making. The term is perhaps best
known in relation to ‘gender mainstreaming’ (Booth &
Bennett, 2002). More recently, ‘environmental main-
streaming’ entered the development policy agenda. This
is defined by Dalal-Clayton and Bass (2009) as the
informed inclusion of relevant environmental concerns
into institutional decisions that drive national and sectoral
development policy, rules, plans, investment and action.

Mainstreaming, or ensuring integrated policy-making,
therefore has a long history in both development and
environmental policy (see Ross & Dovers, 2008).
Applied to climate change adaptation, mainstreaming has
been proposed as a key avenue through which to address
adaptation and development together (Huq et al., 2004;
Klein, 2008; OECD, 2009). But mainstreaming in practice
can mean different things to different people (Dalal-
Clayton & Bass, 2009; Klein, 2008).

First, what are we mainstreaming? Perspectives on this
question differ depending on whether we take a technol-
ogy-based (impacts-based) or a development-based view
of adaptation (Klein, 2010). In the technology-based
view, mainstreaming largely refers to ensuring that projec-
tions of climate impacts are considered in decision-making
about investments, so technologies (e.g. drainage systems
or crop varieties) are chosen or improved to withstand the
future climate. This type of mainstreaming has also been
referred to as ‘climate-proofing’ or ‘mainstreaming
minimum’ (Klein, 2008), and can involve screening of
development portfolios through a climate-change lens
(Klein et al., 2007). A ‘climate-proofing’ only approach
to mainstreaming has been widely criticized for failing to
fully address the underlying drivers of vulnerability; not
addressing maladaptation; and not realizing the potential
of development interventions to achieve climate resilience
(Ayers, Kaur, & Anderson, 2011; Klein, 2008; Seballos
& Kreft, 2011). For example, strengthening an embank-
ment to ensure that it can withstand anticipated increases
in storm surges will not protect those who cannot afford
to reside behind it, and may inadvertently encourage invest-
ment and settlement in a climate-vulnerable area.

On the other hand, a vulnerability or development-based
view of adaptation gives rise to a more holistic approach, in
which in addition to climate-proofing, development efforts
deliberately aim to reduce vulnerability by including priori-
ties essential for adaptation. Klein (2010) provides the
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example of securing water rights for groups exposed to water
scarcity during a drought. This latter option takes adaptation
responses not as stand-alone or discrete options, but as
support to a range of processes that address the underlying
drivers of vulnerability: ‘Mainstreaming-plus’ (Klein, 2010)
or ‘adaptation as development’ (Ayers & Dodman, 2010).
It recognizes that adaptation involves many actors, requires
an enabling environment with existing financial, legal, insti-
tutional, and knowledge barriers to adaptation removed, and
involves strengthening capacity of people and organizations
to adapt (Klein, 2010). Similarly, Gupta and Van Der Grijp
(2010) define climate change mainstreaming as the process
by which development policies, programmes and projects
are (re)designed and (re)organized, and evaluated from the
perspective of climate change mitigation and adaptation.
This arguably means assessing how they impact the vulner-
ability of people (Gupta & Van Der Grijp, 2010).

Second, what – or whose – development are we main-
streaming into? Given that much of the support for adap-
tation is channelled through the international
development institutions, mainstreaming has been dis-
cussed from the perspective of development cooperation
(OECD, 2009), which means making selected investments
of donor agencies climate-proof and also relevant to build-
ing adaptive capacity. For example, in response to a call
from the G8 in Gleneagles (2005) to climate-proof develop-
ment assistance, the UK Department for International
Development (DFID) piloted climate risk assessments of
its development portfolios in Bangladesh, India and
Kenya, and selected non-DFID funded water sector pro-
grammes in China (Tanner, 2008). The Asian Development
Bank (ADB) is climate-proofing agriculture, water
resources, infrastructure and transport sector projects in
Asia and the Pacific, incorporating adaptation and mitiga-
tion components in relevant development projects and pro-
viding technical assistance for climate-resilient
development. International and national NGOs have also
played a key role in mainstreaming, including providing
information and pilot projects which feed lessons into
broader government processes.

But, only focusing on mainstreaming adaptation into
external development assistance does not necessarily take
into account the corresponding changes required in the
wider national and local institutional environments to
ensure that investments are sustainable. As noted by
Lebel, Li, and Krittasudthacheewa (2012), the national
level provides the overall framework within which sectoral
and other sub-national levels operate, and where policy
goals from long-term strategies are translated into action
plans and budgets.

These two perspectives are not necessarily divergent.
Indeed, enabling mainstreaming at the national level
should be the ultimate purpose of external assistance. The
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness commits all donor
agencies to supporting national ownership over the

development and implementation of development strat-
egies (OECD, 2005). Yet, observers have cautioned that,
especially where a ‘climate-proofed’ approach is adopted,
mainstreaming adaptation into development aid could
undo progress made against the principles of country own-
ership and public participation (Klein, 2008). This is
because in targeting mainstreaming into development
cooperation portfolios, rather than developing-country pro-
cesses, responsibility rests with donor agencies rather than
with the domestic institutions.

Instead, this paper proposes that focusing on develop-
ing country institutions and processes is likely to encourage
a more holistic and integrated approach to adaptation main-
streaming, because by definition, the enabling environment
of development investments is also taken into consider-
ation. As such, this paper proposes a definition of climate
change adaptation mainstreaming that is based on that for
environmental mainstreaming put forward by Dalal-
Clayton and Bass (2009), and in line with the definition
proposed by Gupta and Van Der Grijp (2010):

Mainstreaming should result in the informed inclusion of
relevant climate vulnerability concerns into the decisions
and institutions that drive national, sectoral, and local
development policy, rules, plans, investment and action.
This can be achieved in part through development
cooperation – and mainstreaming adaptation into donor
portfolios would be part of the alignment process – but
the target of mainstreaming is national and sub-national
level processes, and the key agents of mainstreaming are
national and sub-national government and non-government
stakeholders.

3.3. A framework for mainstreaming

The need for developing countries to mainstream adap-
tation into development planning is reflected in various
avenues under the UNFCCC. Article 4.1 of the UNFCCC
calls for Parties to take climate change adaptation into
account in development planning. Guidance for the devel-
opment of National Adaptation Programmes of Action
(NAPAs) under the UNFCCC states that NAPAs should
be ‘mainstreamed’ into national development planning pro-
cesses (LEG, 2002). Various guidance exists on ‘how to
mainstream’ adaptation into development, but these are
generally targeted ‘how-to’ guides aimed at development
professionals (OECD, 2009; UNDP-UNEP, 2011). Some
early guidance was developed for mainstreaming NAPAs
into development planning (LEG, 2002), but this was
annexed in the overall NAPA development guidelines,
and given limited funds for NAPA preparation, many
countries did not have the resources or incentives to
ensure an integrated approach to NAPA development
(Burton & Van Aalst, 2004).

Huq and Ayers (2008) propose a framework for main-
streaming at the national level (see Figure 1). As with
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other guidance developed at this time, the context of the
framework assumed the drive for mainstreaming would
come largely through international cooperation, given that
incentives for climate change adaptation planning at the
time were generally externally driven (Ayers & Huq,
2009a). This paper revisits this framework in the context
of Bangladesh in the light of experiences around main-
streaming since 2008.

The framework proposes a linear sequence of aware-
ness and scientific capacity-building, targeted information
and training of key stakeholders, which is followed up
with pilot studies to inform policy-makers and generate
incentives to incorporate lessons learnt into policy and
planning (Lebel et al., 2012) (see Figure 1).

Step one describes awareness-raising on the relevance
of climate change adaptation for development. This is the
first step in any group of decision-makers adopting adap-
tation as a priority issue. If adaptation is to be integrated
into planning in a sustainable way, demand needs to
come from policy planners and implementers themselves,
requiring decision-makers to recognize adaptation as not
only applicable, but, in some cases, urgent.

The authors argue that critical to getting adaptation to
be taken up by policy-makers is the generation of scientific
evidence to support decision-making. Simply highlighting
‘problems’ is not useful for policy-making; evidence gener-
ated needs to demonstrate relevant, realistic, solutions
(Anderson, Ayers, & Kaur, 2011). Information that is gen-
erated in-country is more likely to be relevant to the

decision-making contexts of country decision-makers
(Huq & Ayers, 2008).

This is challenging where impacts of climate change are
highly uncertain, with uncertainty in climate change projec-
tions, and also because complex interactions between
climate change and the social-development context deter-
mine how impacts will manifest. Much information
around climate change impacts exists externally, in the
realm of international bodies such as the IPCC. Thus, a
first step is to invest in national-level capacity to generate
locally appropriate evidence that can speak to policy
decision-making forums. Supporting this step requires har-
nessing national-level expertise around vulnerability as
well as building capacity around climate science, to
ensure that adaptation priorities are country-owned and
nationally responsive.

Step two describes how this information is made avail-
able to decision-makers across sectors and scales. First,
there needs to be enough interest from decision-makers to
demand and be receptive to climate vulnerability infor-
mation. Second, information needs to be presented in a
useable form, and capacity needs to be built to enable its
use. Civil society plays a key ‘boundary organization’
role in translating scientific information into usable policy
advice.

Step three describes the initial types of climate change
adaptation responses, which tend to be isolated pilots and
projectized interventions, often undertaken by NGOs.
There has been criticism of the ways projectized adaptation

Figure 1. Four steps to building national capacity on climate change adaptation for mainstreaming.
Source: Huq and Ayers (2008).
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approaches fail to lead to long-term resilience-building
(Boyd, Grist, Juhola, & Nelson, 2009; Dodman & Mitlin,
2011; Schipper, 2007). Schipper (2007) suggests that in a
projectized approach, adaptation is automatically taken as
an objective or outcome, rather than as a process. Adap-
tation as a ‘process’ involves building adaptive capacity
by creating enabling conditions for adaptive activities to
take place. Nevertheless, this step has proved important
for countries to learn about what adaptation might ‘look
like’, to inform mainstreaming and build capacity.

Step four involves full integration of climate change
adaptation into policy and planning across different
sectors and scales, requiring a shift from ‘business as
usual’ to investment and planning that is not only
climate-proof, but also explicitly seeks to build resilience
amongst the climate-vulnerable poor. It is this stage
where Government stakeholders become fully engaged in
adaptation planning. Critically, this means not just environ-
ment agencies, but planning and finance ministries who can
drive integration of climate change adaptation priorities
into broader development priorities.

4. The need for mainstreaming adaptation into
development in Bangladesh

Bangladesh is frequently cited as one of the most vulner-
able countries to climate change (Huq, 2001; Huq &
Ayers, 2008; Rahman & Alam, 2003; UNDP, 2007) both
because its geography makes it physically exposed to cli-
matic hazards and also because of the socio-economic
factors that make people vulnerable. Social vulnerability
often drives physical exposure, which in turn can exacer-
bate social vulnerabilities.

Located on the Bay of Bengal with a flat and low-lying
topography, Bangladesh is exposed to major storm and
cyclones as well as flooding. Most of Bangladesh is less
than 10 m above sea level, with almost 10% of the
country below 1 m. Between 1960 and 2002, Bangladesh
experienced over 40 cyclones with up to half a million
human casualties per event (Huq & Khan, 2006).

Further, Bangladesh is one of the largest deltas in the
world, formed by a dense network of the tributaries of
the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna Rivers. Eighty per
cent of land is floodplain, so the majority of Bangladesh
(with the exception of the far west ‘highlands’) is prone
to flooding at least part of the year (MOEF, 2005). Many
of the projected impacts of climate change are expected
to exacerbate these existing environmental hazards:
increasing intensity of cyclones and extreme events;
exacerbating flooding and salinity intrusion.

The development characteristics of Bangladesh make it
particularly vulnerable and limit adaptive capacity. Bangla-
desh is defined as one of the ‘Least Developed Countries’,
with a GDP per capita (PPP US$) of 1241; a life expectancy
at birth of 67.5 years; and an adult literacy rate of 53.5%

(UNDP, 2009). Furthermore, Bangladesh is particularly
vulnerable due to dependency on agriculture. Two-thirds
of the population is engaged in farming (although more
than three-quarters of export earnings come from the
garment industry) (Huq & Ayers, 2008).

Everyone in Bangladesh is not equally vulnerable to
climate change. Reid and Simms (2007) suggest that the
urban poor are especially vulnerable, because of the fragi-
lity of infrastructure in slums, and lack of employment
security. In rural areas, those with insecure land tenure, par-
ticularly the lower Adivasi castes, are particularly vulner-
able. Inherent gender inequalities in various social,
economic and political institutions make women particu-
larly vulnerable. Land access is particularly problematic
for women because it is often obtained on a limited usufruct
basis through marriage, which can leave women landless
on divorce, and denies them collateral (Reid & Simms,
2007).

The combination of physical and social vulnerability
means that in Bangladesh, climate change adaptation and
development must be tackled together. Managing physical
climate hazards without also addressing factors related to
underdevelopment means that people would remain vulner-
able. Only addressing development without taking into
account existing and anticipated climate hazards means
that development interventions are likely to prove unsus-
tainable and possibly maladaptive in the long term.

5. Progress towards mainstreaming in Bangladesh

Bangladesh has approached adaptation mainstreaming both
from a climate change perspective, through development of
climate change specific plans, programmes and institutions
that address developmental aspects of vulnerability, and
also from a development perspective, integrating climate
risk into development programmes and policies to help
build broader cross-sectoral resilience.

In terms of climate-specific planning, Bangladesh was
one of the first countries to develop its NAPA, in 2005.
The NAPA proposed 15 projects that would contribute
towards meeting Bangladesh’s ‘urgent and immediate’
adaptation needs (MOEF, 2005). To date, one NAPA
project has gone forward for implementation with
funding from the Least Developed Countries (LDCs)
Fund: ‘Coastal Community-Based Adaptation to Climate
Change through Coastal Afforestation in Bangladesh’
(MOEF, 2008). The NAPAwas updated in 2009, presenting
nine short-term projects and nine medium-term projects.
Although the NAPA is generally well regarded, it has
faced criticism for adopting a relatively ‘stand-alone’
approach to adaptation through targeted climate change
adaptation projects. Further, the process was developed in
response to international policy and financial incentives
under the UNFCCC, rather than being a product of national
political will (COWI/IIED, 2009).
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The National Capacity Self-Assessment (NCSA) for
implementing the provisions of multilateral agreements,
including the UNFCCC, was launched in 2007, and
capacity-building for climate change received high priority.
The Capacity Development Action Plan of NCSA ident-
ified a package of 15 actions for climate change, including
capacity-building of relevant ministries and agencies for
adaptation and mitigation.

Following the NAPA, the Government of Bangladesh,
with support from development partners including the
UK DFID, instigated the Bangladesh Climate Change
Strategy and Action Plan (BCCSAP). Updated in 2009,
the BCCSAP is now the main national planning document
for climate change action in Bangladesh. The BCCSAP is
widely regarded as having built on progress made under
the NAPA, taking forward the research and recommen-
dations into a more integrated and strategic planning frame-
work. The BCCSAP is a ‘pro-poor’ climate change
management strategy which prioritizes adaptation and dis-
aster risk reduction, and also addresses low carbon devel-
opment, mitigation, technology transfer and mobilization
of international finance. The BCCSAP (MOEF, 2009) has
six pillars:

(i) Food security, social protection and health,
(ii) Comprehensive disaster management,
(iii) Infrastructure,
(iv) Research and knowledge management,
(v) Mitigation and low carbon development,
(vi) Capacity-building and institutional strengthening.

There are 44 programmes under the BCCSAP. A 2.5
million USD Technical Assistance programme is being
implemented by ADB to support BCCSAP implemen-
tation, including capacity-building of the Ministry of
Environment and Forests (MOEFs) as well as other minis-
tries involved in implementation.

There are two main trust funds to support implemen-
tation of the BCCSAP. One is funded by the Government
of Bangladesh – the Bangladesh Climate Change Trust
Fund (BCCTF), at a size of 100 million USD. More than
100 projects have been approved under the BCCTF
(Pervin, 2013). The second is funded by several donors,
the Bangladesh Climate Change Resilience Fund
(BCCRF), with over 170 million USD to date. This dual
approach is a resolution resulting from tensions over fund
management control between the Government of Bangla-
desh and international agencies concerning fiduciary risk
(Hedger, 2011). Projects submitted to either fund must
conform to the needs and priorities identified in the
BCCSAP.

Figure 2 presents the institutional arrangements sup-
porting climate change in Bangladesh. The 2010 Climate
Change Trust Fund Act provides guidance on how
BCCTF funds can be disbursed and the supporting national

institutional arrangements. The Climate Change Act
established:

. A Technical Committee, chaired by the Secretary of
MOEF with multi-stakeholder membership includ-
ing from civil society. The Technical Committee
reviews and evaluates project proposals to the
National Trust Fund. There are subcommittees with
key experts related to each pillar of the BCCSAP.

. The Trust board, which has the ultimate decision on
applications to the BCCTF. Membership comprises
10 ministries and 17 members. The Technical Com-
mittee makes recommendations to the Trust Board,
which often then requests further information
before making a decision.

The MOEF is the focal ministry providing coordination and
technical leadership on climate change, having led develop-
ment of both the NAPA and BCCSAP. MOEF is consider-
ing the creation of a Department of Climate Change. There
are Climate Change Cells within each ministry to main-
stream climate change across all sectors. A Climate
Change Unit has been established under MOEF to coordi-
nate the various Climate Change Cells and build capacity
across ministries.

An All-Party Parliamentary Group (APG) on Climate
Change and Environment was established in 2009. It is a
cluster of 121 MPs and is the largest APG representing
all major Parties. Non-government institutions also play a
key role in both climate risk management planning and
implementation. For example, the working groups respon-
sible for preparing the BCCSAP and NAPA had member-
ship from and in some cases were led by national NGOs.
National NGOs will also play the role of implementing
entities under the BCCRF and BCCTF.

Climate change adaptation is also being integrated into
general development planning. Vision 2021 and the
National Perspective Plan set the development targets for
Bangladesh up to 2021. Vision 2021 lays down a develop-
ment scenario where citizens will have a higher standard of
living, with better education, improved social justice, a
more equitable socio-economic environment; and sustain-
ability of development will be ensured through better pro-
tection from climate change and natural disasters.
Implementation of Vision 2021 will be done through two
medium-term development plans, the first (the sixth five-
year plan) spanning 2011–2015. All three documents –

Vision 21, the National Perspective Plan and the 6th 5-
Year Plan – have chapters on climate change. The National
Planning Commission is integrating climate change into the
Annual Development Programme, which involves main-
streaming climate change into 28 projects in four sectors:
agriculture, transport, rural development and water (IIED,
2011). The Planning Commission is currently reviewing
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all existing policies from ministries to assess whether they
conflict with climate change issues, and will then advocate
changes if conflicts are identified (Pervin, 2013).

Climate change has also been integrated across relevant
sectors in Bangladesh. In agriculture, climate risks are high-
lighted in agricultural planning documents including the
National Agricultural Policy (2010). Bangladesh also leads
the way on agricultural research programmes related to
drought and saline-tolerant rice varieties, seen as key adap-
tation options (Agrawala et al., 2003; IIED, 2011). Rec-
ommendations from the World Bank on the impacts of
climate change have been incorporated into coastal zone
management programmes, in the preparation of disaster pre-
paredness plans and in the 25-year water sector plan. Climate
change is recognized by the National Water Management
Plan (2001) as one of the factors determining future water

management. Many of the Plan priorities are synergistic
with adaptation, such as the recommendation for early
warning and flood-proofing systems.

6. Lessons from Bangladesh: progress against the
four steps

How do the experiences above relate to the framework for
mainstreaming? What can we learn about the ‘four steps’
proposed?

First, the experience of Bangladesh demonstrates
significant progress against each of the four steps. Under
step one of using scientific capacity and knowledge gener-
ation, Bangladesh has built up a significant body of
national-level expertise around climate change and adap-
tation options. Bangladesh has a relatively long history of

Figure 2. Conceptual framework on climate change-related policy and institutions in Bangladesh.
Source: Huq and Rabbani (2011).
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engagement in climate change studies and adaptation inter-
ventions compared to other LDCs (Ayers & Huq, 2009b).
As a result, there are a large number of organizations and
agencies with knowledge, tools and capacity to assess
climate-related impacts. In addition, Bangladesh has also
long been the ‘face of climate vulnerability’ to the inter-
national community. This, coupled with its long history
of engagement in international climate change fora, has
made Bangladesh the focus of many international studies
on climate change impacts (ibid). Therefore climate data
and expertise available for and in Bangladesh are consider-
able and growing. For example, research being conducted
in Bangladesh around drought-, flood-, and saline-tolerant
rice varieties is considered cutting-edge globally (IIED,
2011).

In relation to step 2, targeted information-sharing, train-
ing and capacity-building have been central to almost all of
the climate change planning activities and investments in
Bangladesh. For example, the NAPA involved several
cross-country workshops at sub-national level to raise aware-
ness on climate impacts. The ADB is working with the
Government of Bangladesh as part of the Pilot Programme
for Climate Resilience (PPCR) on a significant capacity-
building and knowledge management programme. This
supports generation, dissemination and application of infor-
mation and knowledge products as the means to influence
policies and address the impacts of climate change. It
intends to result in improved knowledge management
systems and institutions, and enhanced capacities of govern-
ment institutions to make climate-resilient decisions (clima-
teinvestmentfunds.org, 2011). Bangladesh is also home to
the International Centre for Climate Change and Develop-
ment (ICCCAD), which conducts training for government
and non-government stakeholders on climate and develop-
ment issues. In 2011, ICCCAD conducted a course for
international Government stakeholders, including several
from Bangladesh, on climate change mainstreaming (see
centers.iub.edu.bd/icccad).

There has also been significant experience around pilot
and projectized interventions in Bangladesh in line with
step 3. The Bangladesh NAPA process identified 18 pro-
jects for short- and medium-term investment (see above).
The BCCRF and BCCTF have now approved projects
towards implementation of the BCCSAP. Bangladesh also
has a significant number of community-based adaptation
(CBA) projects largely implemented by NGOs. Learning
from these projects for informing wider scale adaptation
planning has been promoted through engagement in the
International CBA Conferences which have taken place
annually (Bangladesh hosts biannually) and which increas-
ingly attract government stakeholders (IIED, 2013).

These projectized approaches to adaptation have faced
some criticism for not sufficiently engaging with longer
term policy and institutional frameworks that would
enable sustainable mainstreaming of climate change

adaptation at higher levels (Ayers, 2011; Dodman &
Mitlin, 2011). For example, a review undertaken by
COWI/IIED of the Bangladesh NAPA in 2009 suggested
that there were inadequate mechanisms for comprehensive
multistakeholder participation; and a capacity deficit to
manage adaptation projects and investments (COWI/
IIED, 2009). This echoes more general criticisms of
project-based approaches to adaptation. For example,
Schipper (2007) suggests that in taking a projectized
approach to adaptation, adaptation is automatically taken
as an objective or outcome, rather than as a process. This
contradicts a vulnerability-based perspective on adaptation,
which involves a process of building adaptive capacity by
creating the enabling conditions for adaptation to take
place. Indeed, the notion of meeting ‘urgent and immedi-
ate’ needs reveals that adaptation is something that can
be done in the short term, and not part of a longer term plan-
ning process. As noted by Schipper, from a vulnerability
perspective,

Adaptation to climate change is not as simple as designing
projects, drawing up a list of possible adaptation measures
and implementing these. It requires a solid development
process that will ensure that the factors that create vulner-
ability are addressed. (Schipper, 2007, p. 6)

However, Bangladesh has done much to move beyond an
isolated approach to adaptation project planning towards
step 4 in the framework. For example, the wider knowl-
edge generation and capacity-building benefits of under-
taking the NAPA process contributed to both the
political will and capacity underpinning the development
of the nationally driven BCCSAP climate change funding
streams (COWI/IIED, 2009). The CBA conference in
2013, hosted in Dhaka, focused on ‘mainstreaming
CBA’, outlining the need to integrate projectized
approaches into existing planning systems (IIED, 2013),
while the 2011 CBA Conference, also in Dhaka, focused
on ‘Upscaling CBA’.

Finally, the BCCSAP is widely regarded as a compre-
hensive and integrated example of adaptation planning.
The Plan itself has elements of ‘climate-proofing’, but
also explicitly recognizes the need for a more integrated,
development-first approach to adaptation planning. For
example, the plan does not only look at the impacts of
climate change on agriculture, but also the role of agricul-
ture and food security in building longer term adaptive
capacity (MOEF, 2009). This is exemplified by the priori-
tization of pillars of social protection and health. The
plan intends to cut across all sectors, with 44 programmes
so far identified within six thematic areas, including
emphasis on strengthening human resources and insti-
tutional capacity (MOEF, 2009). The fact the plan was
nationally driven and is being funded in part by national
funding demonstrates the political will and ownership of
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the Government to managing climate risks in an integrated
way.

Further, the integration of climate change adaptation in
national and sectoral development strategies demonstrates
commitment to ensuring that development is both
‘climate-resilient’ and also builds climate resilience.
Climate resilience is being integrated into ‘business as
usual’ planning systems.

7. Moving beyond the four steps

Despite this progress, feedback from those engaged in
climate change planning in Bangladesh revealed many chal-
lenges in implementing these four steps. Challenges listed by
interviewees included inadequate coordination mechanisms
among various ministries and line agencies, limited coordi-
nation capacity of the MOEF and other implementing
agencies, losses of institutional memory in relevant agencies
and ‘brain drain’ of trained officials, leading to delays in
knowledge generation and maintenance. Projects often
emerged in an ad hoc manner, and programme cycles were
affected by interruptions in the flow of climate funds,
delays in procurement and disbursement, unavailability of
qualified staff, and the overburdening of the limited
number of technical staff that did exist. Finally, full inte-
gration of climate change into national development plan-
ning is entirely dependent on strong political commitment.
In Bangladesh, interviewees suggested that a turbulent

political system with frequent changes of the ruling party
manifesto or development agenda has led to erratic and
unpredictable progress in mainstreaming adaptation.

These challenges suggest the need to move beyond this
four-step model of mainstreaming climate change. Firstly,
experiences suggest that the process of mainstreaming is
not linear, with each step building on the last. For
example, while undertaking adaptation projects did result
in generation of knowledge and capacity that could be
built under the BCCSAP, projects continue to be
implemented alongside more integrated approaches and
do hold value in their own right. Furthermore, the line
between ‘projects’ and ‘mainstreamed plans’ is not distinct,
as projects themselves can be mainstreamed into existing
planning processes. The Community Climate Change Pro-
gramme (CCCP) under the BCCRF supports CBA projects
as outlined in the BCCSAP, implemented by NGOs (CCCP,
2013).Thus, while Bangladesh reflects all four proposed
‘steps’ towards mainstreaming adaptation, it also shows
that, in practice, the pathway to mainstreaming is not
linear. It is made up of a patchwork of processes, stake-
holders and approaches that converge or coexist.

Second, while information or evidence is often per-
ceived as a prerequisite for decision-making, experience
in Bangladesh demonstrates that a lot of decision-making
around climate change adaptation takes place in the face
of uncertainty. A study by IIED on climate change
decision-making in Bangladesh showed that where

Figure 3. Revised framework for building national capacity on climate change adaptation for mainstreaming.
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evidence on climate change impacts was lacking, alterna-
tive sources of information can be used stemming from
‘non-scientific’ arenas, such as community-based knowl-
edge about climate trends and adaptive responses.
Further, most decision-making is not neutrally ‘evidence-
based’, but based on a complex set of political drivers
that influence not only the way information is used, but
also how that information is generated in the first place
(Anderson et al., 2011; IIED, 2011).

Third, Bangladesh is showing that information around
climate change can be generated from a diverse set of sta-
keholders, not necessarily only ‘climate experts’. Extensive
consultations were involved in development of the
BCCSAP with a variety of stakeholder groups, especially
development planners and cross-sectoral experts. Further,
the BCCSAP is taken as a ‘living document’ – it can be
updated in response to new information and emerging
priorities.

Furthermore, while the four-step framework empha-
sizes national-level institutions, it could perhaps be
enhanced by elaborating in the final step how adaptation
is taken up by planners and decision-makers at sub-national
and local levels to achieve effective national mainstreaming
of adaptation (see Figure 3). In order to effectively build the
resilience of the climate-vulnerable poor at local levels,
there is further need for capacity-building of local-level
institutions (Christensen et al., 2012).

8. Conclusions

Given the links between adaptation and development, it
makes sense to address the two in an integrated way,
through ‘mainstreaming’. But mainstreaming has many
different interpretations – it can mean integrating adaption
into development planning, or development into adaptation
planning. It can mean managing climate risks in to develop-
ment, or finding more transformational ways of dealing
with vulnerability to both climate and other risks. There
are also a number of options for operationalizing the
concept, depending on how mainstreaming is interpreted,
and also what the target of planning is – whether we
think of ‘development’ as international development
investments, or national development planning strategies
and budgets. This paper has suggested that for mainstream-
ing to be sustainable, the object of mainstreaming should be
national and sub-national institutions and processes. It has
also shown that there is no single ‘best’ approach to doing
mainstreaming –mainstreaming emerges as a patchwork of
climate-proofing and more integrated strategies that all con-
tribute to building climate resilience in interconnected
ways.

This paper has also shown that the four-step framework
for mainstreaming is useful in presenting some of the pre-
requisites for enabling mainstreaming to take place in prin-
ciple. However, in practice, we have shown that

mainstreaming is not linear (see revised Figure 3). In Ban-
gladesh, mainstreaming has emerged in a number of differ-
ent guises, all involving a blend of information, capacity
building, resource-mobilization and governance changes,
underpinned by political will. Different sets of stakeholders
have been engaged, from both Government and non-gov-
ernment sectors, and within these groups, some have
moved faster than others. This is perhaps no great surprise,
and indeed other scholars have pointed to the role that
different policy stakeholders can play in driving differential
policy change processes (see Huitema & Meijerink, 2010).

In the light of the experience of Bangladesh, we there-
fore suggest that while the four-step framework could be
used alongside the various other ‘how to’ guides in under-
standing some of the activities that mainstreaming entails,
we recommend further research into the conditions that
give rise to effective mainstreaming in different contexts.
For example, while projectized approaches undertaken
during the NAPA and other CBA activities in Bangladesh
were indeed early stage and perhaps not sustainable in
their own right, they led to the building of experience,
expertise and, critically, agency that enabled more inte-
grated planning through the BCCSAP. Such experiences
built formal and informal networks of subnational, national
and international stakeholders across different agencies that
later came together to promote integrated national plan-
ning. Further work on capturing the matrix of activity in
different countries that builds the will, momentum, exper-
tise and networks to achieve integrated planning is critical
for informing future sustainable mainstreaming. Once
identified, work to strengthen such preconditions is critical,
such as fostering national expertise through training, and
nurturing networks through formalized deliberative plat-
forms and conferences. Linear models and ‘how-to’ frame-
works can only be useful as a way of guiding, or perhaps
reviewing, what is essentially a messy organic process of
integrated policy-making. Instead, further efforts should
focus on identifying and cultivating the roots of effective
mainstreaming.
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