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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on an appropriate national climate change adaptation policy for Sri 

Lanka. An extensive multidisciplinary literature review guides the thesis in defining 

‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation, and in determining a developmental paradigm 

on which an adaptation policy could be based. The thesis also sets out a policy process 

framework for developing an appropriate adaptation policy.  

 

The thesis draws on a wide array of literature and on policy actor understandings of 

adaptation policy content and processes, in order to build a theoretical basis for an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. A series of semi-structured in-depth 

interviews, carried out in Sri Lanka, were used as the primary source of empirical data. 

Together with these, review of a broad range of policy documents, budgetary 

information and status reports, helped provide rigour to the analysis. Use of theoretical 

literature and of   multiple information sources allowed the research to generate credible, 

rich, and transferable findings.  

 

Theory and empirical findings reveal a deficiency in current practices in Sri Lanka that 

base adaptation interventions on unsustainable, economic growth-based developmental 

paradigms. Policy positions based on such paradigms cannot correctly identify policy 

problems related to climate change or address them effectively. This means that an 

‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation policy requires fundamental changes involving 

system transitions from the existing regime. 

 

Though the current literature on climate change adaptation recommends an adaptive 

capacity enhancement approach, the focus is still predominantly on reactive and 

reductionist approaches. An appropriate adaptation policy needs to enhance adaptive 

capacities within socio-ecological systems through system transitions. Such system 

transitions are possible when system renewal and reorganisation, nurturing of diversity 

within systems and niche-level innovations are enabled. Transitions are best supported 

through an adaptive co-management approach.  

 

The thesis recognises the importance of the policy process in determining the nature of 

policies that are formulated. It identifies a serious gap in the literature regarding the 
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nature of a policy process capable of facilitating an appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy.  

 

Accordingly, the thesis argues that the current incrementalist and elite-driven policy 

process in Sri Lanka is not capable of facilitating an appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy. It proposes an alternative, ‘Network for Change’ Approach to enable 

appropriate climate change adaptation. The Network for Change Approach allows 

system transitions through a bottom-up policy process that can allow adaptiveness and 

policy learning as well as enable effective broad-based stakeholder collaboration. Just as 

importantly, the proposed policy process can open spaces for and protect niche-level 

innovations that can lead to fundamental changes and transitions for higher adaptive 

capacity. It can also support opportunities for system renewal and reorganisation as well 

as for maintaining and developing diversity within socio-ecological systems. 
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     Introduction 

Climate change is an unprecedented social and environmental challenge to human 

survival. The greatest obstacle to climate change adaptation lies in not accepting the 

risks posed by climate change (Smit & Wandel, 2006; Fussel, 2007a; Adger, Dessai, 

Goulden, Hulme, Lorenzoni, Nelson, et al., (2009); Beck, 2010). Nevertheless, many 

politicians and publics act as if little is amiss, despite mounting evidence of adverse 

climate change impacts (IPCC, 2007). These impacts include sea level rise, floods, 

droughts and fluctuating temperatures which, although attracting political and policy 

attention, have generated little sustained or meaningful institutional response 

internationally. This indicates ongoing policy deficiencies (Folke, Carpenter, 

Elmqvist, Gunderson, Holling, Walker, et al, 2002), which this research addresses in 

the case of Sri Lanka. 

 

Since the dawn of civilisation, naturally induced climate-related impacts have posed 

serious threats to humankind, especially to communities highly vulnerable to these 

impacts because of their natural resource-based livelihoods (Ford, Pearce, Duerden, 

Furgal & Smit, 2010). These high-risk, low-return livelihoods are now seen widely in 

developing countries, which consequently are seriously threatened by currently 

evolving climate change impacts. As widely acknowledged, this situation demands 

immediate policy efforts to mitigate hazards and risks to livelihoods (Smit & 

Pilifosova, 2003), and especially to build capacity, in advance, to respond to and 

manage these impacts. This demands policies that are more focused than existing 

approaches, which are piecemeal, reactive and mostly ineffective. For example, 

increasing the use of chemical fertilisers in response to dwindling harvests has been 

found to cause eutrophication of already fragile waterways. Similarly, construction of 

high-tech desalinisation plants merely creates the illusion of solving the problem of 

water in heavily populated, water-scarce cities because it adds to the cost of water, 

which most people cannot afford, and because the effluent of these plants 

contaminates the irrigable water supply (Jeppesen, Kronvang, Olesen, Audet, 

Søndergaard, Hoffmann et al., 2011; McEvoy & Wilder, 2012). Short-term 

interventions like these tend to worsen the problems they are trying to solve. 
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Against this backdrop, the research reported in this dissertation has focused on the 

South Asian country of Sri Lanka, a tropical island situated at the southern end of the 

Indian peninsula. Asia is the most populous continent in the world, with about 61% of 

its inhabitants living in rural areas (Bhattacharya, 2010). According to the 4th 

Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the 

South Asian region is highly vulnerable to climate change impacts (IPCC, 2007).  

 

Significant threats of global warming impacts on Sri Lanka have already been 

recognised (Seo, Mendelsohn & Munasinghe, 2005; Bhattacharya, 2010). A recent 

assessment has indicated high vulnerability to drought, floods and poor availability of 

drinking water. Sri Lanka has a population of about 21 million, of which 32% live in 

the coastal zone, an area that is highly susceptible to direct impacts of sea level rise as 

well as extreme weather events. During the period 1990–2005, 5.6% of the population 

in Sri Lanka earned below US$1 per day, while 41.6% earned below US$2 per day 

(Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2010). Poverty on this scale compels much of the 

population to focus on immediate survival needs such as shelter, food, sanitation and 

access to clean water – which already confront them daily – rather than on the 

problems that tomorrow might bring. The vulnerability of these communities is 

worsened by their extreme poverty, and the lack of resources to build the capacity to 

effectively respond to these threats (Droogers, 2004). 

 

The sectoral composition of economic activity also has important implications for 

climate change vulnerability. More than 32% of Sri Lankans are employed in the 

agriculture sector, which include those engaged in fisheries and livestock farming 

(Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2010). Agriculture comprises mostly of subsistence 

farming, and although several irrigation projects have been implemented since the 

early 1960s to assist communities, many face the threat of drought alongside the 

spread of desertification (Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, Sri Lanka, 

2011a). With monsoonal rain patterns continuing to be erratic, farmers utilising rain-

fed irrigation schemes are no longer certain of their livelihoods. Though the 

production of crops has increased from 2000 to 2008, this is mostly due to government 

fertilizer subsidies (Yapa, 1998). But despite the receipt of many subsidies during this 

period, the cost of production has increased, for example the cost of fertilizers and 

pesticides in the tea sector has increased three-fold (Department of Census and 
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Statistics, Sri Lanka, 2010a). In addition, much environmental degradation and many 

health problems from the use of chemical fertilisers and pesticides have been 

introduced. Livelihoods of those who are directly or indirectly employed in the fishery 

sector are also affected by events related to climate change that adversely impact 

marine ecosystems (Alongi, 2008; Gilman, Ellison, Duke & Field, 2008). 

 

Changes in rainfall, temperature patterns and conditions such as unpredictable 

droughts and flash floods also contribute to weakening traditional socio-cultural links 

and social capital (Adger, 2003b). For example, due to increasing unprofitability in the 

traditional agriculture and fishery sectors, migration to urban areas is increasing as the 

rural poor and unemployed search for more stable livelihoods, even though the 

majority of migrants lack skills for urban transition. This has led to a growing burden 

on urban centres, where unplanned urbanisation has further increased vulnerability 

(for example, Kelegama, 2001). 

 

Disease vector problems also threaten to increase with climate change. For instance, 

during the early and middle parts of the last century, Sir Lanka had a high incidence of 

malaria, which caused serious mortality, especially in rural areas (Gubler, 1998). 

Although this specific problem is now under control, with climate change there is 

evidence that vector borne diseases such as dengue pose serious threats (Hoti, 2011). 

In the face of epidemics it is the rural poor who are most affected, as they have only 

limited access to medical facilities or to protection strategies such as window 

screening (Dovers, 2009).   

 

In summary, Sri Lanka is highly vulnerable to climate variations and extreme events, 

and needs effective policies that will best allow it to adapt to the impacts of changing 

climatic conditions. As is typical of many developing countries, Sri Lanka currently 

lacks a comprehensive climate change adaptation policy that fits local cultural and 

socio-environmental circumstances. It is possible that such a policy needs to include 

the more integrative approaches that are emerging internationally, if it is to better 

address the anticipated burgeoning problems. Further, vulnerability may be heightened 

by the developmental imperative that is followed by many developed countries, which 

appears highly detrimental to the health of socio-ecological systems (Lélé, 1991; 

Nortan & Toman, 1997; Blühdorn, 2011). 
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Climate change and possible responses  

In responding to climate change, the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) – a global legal agreement ratified by 194 parties – has 

identified two broad responses to climate change: mitigation and adaptation (Ford, 

2010). Mitigation is so far the dominant response. It requires concerted efforts to 

reduce anthropogenic greenhouse gasses, especially among countries of the First 

World. 

 

The Kyoto Protocol envisaged reducing greenhouse gas emissions of countries listed 

in its Annex I. These countries – predominantly industrialised countries and those with 

economies in transition – were to reduce their overall emissions of these gases by at 

least 5% below 1990 levels during the commitment period of 2008 to 2012 (United 

Nations, 1998). In spite of global rhetoric, the total emissions of greenhouse gasses, 

which have grown exponentially at about 2% per year since 1800 due to 

industrialisation, have accelerated since 2000 to around 3.4% per year. This emission 

growth rate coincides with the upper limit of the range of growth rates in 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) scenarios (Raupach & Fraser, 

2011), and thus blatantly contravenes the Kyoto Protocol. Because of the ongoing 

failure of the attempts of the United Nations and the international community to 

mitigate emissions effectively, an increasing focus has emerged on the need for 

adaptation (Blühdorn, 2011). In the face of these problems, it was clear that research 

was needed to examine how Sri Lanka might face the inevitable challenges of climate 

change through adaptation. That research is the subject of this dissertation. 

 

In general terms, adaptation is about nations and communities preparing to respond to 

climate change impacts, including climate variability and extreme events. Adaptation 

initially emerged as a response of secondary importance in the first assessment report 

of the IPCC (Kates, 1997). Though there is no article or protocol under the UNFCCC 

specifically for adaptation, sub-articles 4.1, 4.4 and 4.8 of the UNFCCC refer to 

adaptation to climate change. However, subsequently, with the continuing failure of 

global mitigation strategies, the third IPCC assessment report placed more emphasis 
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on adaptation, which in turn led the UNFCCC to position adaptation higher in its 

agenda (Schipper, 2006).  

 

Adaptation is now seen as complementary to mitigation, in both developing and 

developed countries, which increasingly take their vulnerability to climate change 

seriously. For example, various countries are formulating and implementing integrated 

interventions to adapt to climate change. Vietnam is implementing a program known 

as ‘living with floods’ (Shaw, 2006), while the Maldives has erected massive physical 

barriers against sea level rise (Khan, Quadir, Murty, Kabir, Aktar & Sarker, 2002). 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and Least Developed Countries (LDC), 

assisted by the UNFCCC, have formulated National Adaptation Programmes of 

Action (NAPA).  

 

All these initiatives, however, have had mixed outcomes, some amounting to severe 

maladaptation, indicating major knowledge gaps on how to enable appropriate 

adaptation. For example, McEvoy and Wilder (2012) are cautious of maladaptation in 

terms of new vulnerabilities and risks that can emerge due to the implementation of 

near-sighted policies such as the adoption of modern, high cost desalination 

technology in heavily drought prone areas in poor countries. They describe how such 

interventions can lead to a ‘lock-in’ of inappropriate technology that does little to 

address the problem. Indeed, the problem can be worsened through, for example, 

increasing water prices, discharging brine and chemical pollutants into already fragile 

waterways, and encouraging urban growth in areas that have already reached their 

carrying capacity in terms of water availability.  

Addressing knowledge gaps for better adaptation 

The literature on climate change indicates two kinds of knowledge gaps that hinder the 

development of appropriate climate change adaptation policy. The first gap is not 

knowing the sort of policy content that can be considered as ‘appropriate’ with regard 

to the complexities and uncertain nature associated with climate change related 

problems. Current climate change risk assessment and policy formulation are largely 

based on a reductionist or fragmented approach, in which policy makers grapple to 
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understand the many relational and system complexities of the environment. As a 

result, important emergent properties of socio-ecological systems are too often 

overlooked (van der Brugge & van der Raak, 2007).  

 

Complexity in socio-ecological systems gives rise to scientific uncertainty about 

whether climate change is happening, and if so to what extent and how might we adapt 

to it successfully. These uncertainties give rise to understandable controversies and 

dilemmas for policy makers (McKibbin & Wilcoxen, 2009), which fail to inform 

effective policy development. This means that appropriate adaptation policy needs to 

take better account of the interconnectedness within and between nature and people, 

which has long been understood and appreciated by various communities (e.g. Capra, 

1997; Fischer & Hajer, 1999). Sufficient knowledge needs to be developed for 

integrated approaches (e.g. Dovers, 2005).  

 

The second knowledge gap, and one on which the literature is silent, is what sort of 

policy process can support development of appropriate policy. The existing 

knowledge base on policy processes is not sufficient to support policies that recognise 

complexity and uncertainty and the need for anticipatory approaches. Seeking 

appropriate climate change adaptation requires a critical appraisal of existing policy 

processes and development of new policy frameworks. 

Aims and focus of the research  

Against this backdrop, the broad research problem addressed by this investigation 

was: ‘What is the appropriate climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka, and how 

can it best be formulated?’ Thus, the primary aim of the research project was to 

identify and propose the direction and framework for a national level climate change 

adaptation policy in Sri Lanka. 

 

The secondary aims of the research investigation were: 

 

i. To identify the policy positions and ideologies that support development of an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka. 
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ii. To determine the characteristics of an appropriate climate change adaptation 

policy and a governance approach (a framework).  

 

iii. To identify a suitable policy process that can enable the formulation of such a 

policy. 

 

The research, therefore, was focused on determining the direction and broad 

characteristics that an ‘appropriate’ national level climate change adaptation policy 

framework needs to possess. As such, the research reviewed the current national 

developmental policy of Sri Lanka and a limited number of sectoral policies of 

relevance to climate adaptation; however, for reasons of time and space, the research 

has not proposed specific sectoral strategies or programmes. An overall policy 

framework was considered to be the first necessary stage before specific strategies and 

programmes could be worked out in any further research.   

Significance of the contribution  

The impetus for this research project stemmed from my being assigned by my 

employer, the Ministry of Environment, Sri Lanka, to convene and coordinate a 

working group to formulate the draft national climate change adaptation policy for Sri 

Lanka. The working group included persons with differing perspectives and 

backgrounds, but had no unified framework or direction on which to ground the 

policy. A serious policy gap thus already existed, as evidenced by my position in 

being at the centre of the policy problem; that is, there was an identified need to 

develop a climate change adaption policy informed by many sectors and numerous 

policy alternatives that might exist.  

 

Without adequate consideration and evaluation, hasty policy development might 

seriously threaten sustainability by causing maladaptations and creating deeper 

problems. It is within this context that the research project is embedded, and why it is 

significant. In other words, this research addresses a significant and highly topical area 
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for policy development – which is to assist Sri Lanka to respond successfully to 

climate change impacts through adaptation.  

 

A major outcome of the research is that an alternative policy approach is needed – one 

based on a holistic systems outlook to enable socio-ecological systems to effectively 

transform to gain higher adaptive capacity (see Chapter 9). Arguably, the ensuing 

adaptive capacity enhancement approach will enable effective adaptation in view of 

the uncertainties and complexities that challenge effective policy responses. Another 

major outcome of the research is a prescriptive policy process framework that the 

thesis proposes to support the formulation of the kind of climate change adaptation 

policy indicated above. In this regard the thesis addresses an important area that is 

largely ignored in the climate change adaptation literature. The focus on ‘appropriate’ 

climate change adaptation and on policy processes that can enable such adaptation 

policy, constitute a significant contributions to existing knowledge, especially with 

regard to developing countries, but also globally.  

Research approach and outline of the chapters 

The investigation takes a multipronged approach in addressing the research problem. 

It draws on a wide array of literature and on policy actor understandings of policy 

content and processes to build a theoretical platform for ‘appropriate’ climate change 

adaptation policy. The extensive literature review has provided a sound basis on which 

to situate the research problem that the investigation seeks to address (see Anfara & 

Mertz, 2006).  

 

Of direct relevance are the theoretical perspectives on formulation of paradigms and 

policy positions, sustainability, climate change adaptation, and models of the public 

policy process. The literature review has provided a strong theoretical framework that 

that enabled understanding key aspects of climate change adaptation; these aspects 

were later questioned or reinforced by the points of view of Sri Lankan policy actors, 

revealed through face-to-face interviews (Anfara & Mertz, 2006). The literature 

review also played an important role in assessing and refining the goals of the 

research, formulating the research questions, helping determine the methods of 
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research, and identifying ‘potential validity threats’ to the conclusions (Maxwell, 

2005:34).  

 

Figure 1.1 diagrammatically shows the logic that steered the theoretical framework of 

the research process and the outcome of the research. The top part of the diagram 

illustrates the existing knowledge base; this was used to assist with identifying the 

problems and issues that were relevant to climate change adaptation. The bottom part 

of the diagram depicts appropriate policy responses for the research problem. 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Diagrammatic representation of the research process 

Overall, this investigation has been concerned with national level policy, which is 

institutionally complex as it covers a wide array of sectors and a plethora of issues. 

Sectors range over diverse forms like agricultural development and social welfare; 

further, each sector has its own range of social, ecological and economic issues. 

Consequently, the research had to be based initially on an understanding of the 

multiplicity of existing perspectives of the policy actors engaged in these sectors, and 

the issues they face. It also meant that an appropriate policy process would require 
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policy actors working in these sectors to operationalise adaptation in a highly 

complex, broad and dynamic policy arena.  

 

To understand how key policy actors conceptualised climate change adaptation, a 

predominantly qualitative approach was taken. This is because a qualitative approach 

is best able to generate the information needed to gain understanding, and to allow 

critical analysis of the politics and policy problems associated with socio-ecological 

systems. These cannot be ascertained through quantitative measurements carried out in 

controlled settings.  

Structure of the dissertation  

Chapters 2 to 5 contain the literature review, which provides the theoretical basis for 

the research. Chapter 2 explores the fundamental characteristics of socio-ecological 

systems, such as notions of complexity and uncertainty that inform the conceptual 

framework of the investigation. It examines how different policy positions are formed. 

It reveals that political ideologies such as conservatism and liberalism appear to be the 

basis for anthropocentric, technocentric viewpoints and policy positions that are 

closely tied up with the currently dominant and flawed social paradigm. It also 

overviews ideologies such as eco-socialism, eco-Marxism and ecologism, which 

appear to support paradigms that allow more holistic policy positions.  

 

Chapter 3 explores the notion of sustainability, to determine the sort of sustainability 

that might be most compatible with an appropriate climate change adaptation policy. It 

first examines the concept of sustainable development which, following the Earth 

Summit of 1998, most countries considered the mainstay for national developmental 

policies. Considering the weaknesses revealed in the literature about the concept of 

sustainable development, Chapter 3 finds ‘socio-ecological sustainability’ a suitable 

foundation for climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka.  

 

Chapter 4 explores the characteristics of an ‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation 

policy. It overviews different definitions of climate change adaptation and a number of 

approaches advocated by the literature for adapting to climate change. It provides an 
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analysis of how climate change adaptation issues such as vulnerability, resilience and 

adaptive capacity can be addressed through a sustainability oriented framework. It 

understands that socio-ecological systems with low adaptive capacity can be transform 

into systems with higher adaptive capacity, when provided with certain conditions.  

 

Chapter 5 reviews key theoretical models of the policy process and evaluates 

capacities of these models to engage with sustainability oriented policy formulation. It 

examines characteristics of policy communities and issue networks and their 

importance in agenda setting processes. It finds that pluralist models of the policy 

process appear more appropriate for developing a viable climate change adaptation 

policy informed by non-hierarchical, participatory institutions. 

 

Chapter 6 sets out how the research was carried out in a rigorous and defensible 

manner. It outlines the questions that guided the research and spells out the research 

strategy, methodology and methods (or techniques). It explains how the strategy 

utilised multiple sources of information to ensure the validity of the research. It 

outlines the fieldwork technique, which involved 30 in-depth interviews conducted 

with two categories of key policy actors in the climate change adaptation policy arena 

in Sri Lanka, to explore and identify solutions to the research questions.  

 

The data derived from the interviews was supported or verified through information 

obtained by critically assessing, for example, budgetary information and policy 

documents. The theoretical literature also formed a key source of information in the 

analysis, as appropriate adaptation policy could not be based only on responses of the 

participants, which reflect particular paradigms and policy positions. 

 

Chapters 7 to 11 turn to the analysis of interview data and policy documents and other 

documentary sources that provided primary information on Sri Lanka. Chapter 7 sets 

out key aspects of Sri Lanka’s policy context and attempts to portray the status of 

social, ecological and economic development in the country through two approaches. 

First it outlines the policy context that underpins the country’s macro level policy, the 

Mahinda Chintana Vision for the Future (MCVF, 2010). Second it explores how this 

policy document envisages future development of Sri Lanka, and focuses especially 

on two areas that have serious consequences for the socio-ecological system. The first 
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is poverty and associated regional disparities in Sri Lana; the second is the current 

status of the country’s ecological sustainability.  

 

Chapter 8 then critiques the MCVF (2010). It examines its post-war developmental 

drive, its adoption of a dependent developmental trajectory, its preference for a 

‘trickle-down’ approach, and its developmental paradigm. Chapter 8 develops the 

argument that the high level of poverty in the country, masked by aggregate statistics 

collected by State agencies, indicates that the benefits of economic development are 

inequitably distributed. The regional disparity among the eight provinces is of major 

concern as it clearly erodes the wellbeing and livelihoods of communities, making 

them highly vulnerable to climate change impacts.  

 

The analysis reveals unacceptable health conditions among the poor that furthers their 

high vulnerability to climate change impacts. The situation with regard to access to 

safe drinking water and sanitation, especially among the urban and rural poor, 

indicates that living conditions in Sri Lanka need improvement through efforts that are 

better targeted than the efforts of the present policy. Lack of infrastructure in areas that 

are distant from the major urban centres inhibits access to resources needed to also 

face climate change impacts. In addition, current trends in the degradation of 

ecosystems and environmental quality lessen the adaptive capacities of socio-

ecological systems, threatening future socio-ecological sustainability. The analysis 

also seeks to provide an understanding of the reasons for these conditions, identifying 

policy gaps that undermine efforts at climate change adaptation.  

 

Chapters 9 and 10 seek to define appropriate climate change adaptation responses. 

Based on interview findings, Chapter 9 sets out a preliminary conceptual framework 

that Sri Lanka can use in adapting to climate change. Chapter 10 attempts to further 

this framework by drawing lessons from policy solutions attempted by countries in the 

South Asian Association for Regional Corporation.  

 

Chapter 11 first examines the capability of current policy process in enabling an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. Since the analysis reveals that the 

current policy process cannot enable appropriate adaptation, this chapter next proposes 

a prescriptive policy process that could enable system transitions.  
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Finally, Chapter 12 revisits the policy problems and knowledge gaps that this research 

has identified, summarises key findings, and sets out their policy implications. This 

chapter also sets out the implications of this investigation for future research.   
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     Backdrop for Environmental 

Policy Formulation 

Introduction  

Policy positions—that is, the philosophical attitudes adopted by policy actors— play a 

significant role in the process of defining policy problems and attempting to find 

solutions to them (Harding, 1998). In this chapter I investigate factors that allow 

different policy positions to emerge, and how these influence the framing of policy. 

Since the policy positions of policy actors arise through the interaction of several 

important factors, in this chapter I provide an understanding of these positions and the 

factors that inform them. 

 

Concepts such as the ‘dominant social paradigm’ and the ‘new ecological paradigm’ 

which inform environmental policy are first examined. Next, characteristic features of 

different key viewpoints (or environmental value positions) including 

‘anthropocentrism’ and ‘ecocentrism’ are outlined. The third section examines special 

characteristics of the environmental policy landscape that contemporary policy is 

addressing, including complexity and uncertainty, the nature of public and common 

goods, and environmental limits to production and consumption (Eckersley, 1989; 

Meadowcroft, 1997; Bossel, 1998; Dovers, 2005; Meadows, Meadows, Randers & 

William 2005).  

 

The final section then discusses how political ideologies help to form and reinforce 

certain paradigms and, in turn, policy positions (Dobson, 1990; Dryzek, 1987; 

Eckersley, 1992). Political ideologies of relevance critically evaluated include 

conservatism, liberalism, Marxism, eco-Marxism, eco-socialism, and ecologism. 

Given time and space constraints, however, this discussion can only be brief. It thus 

outlines the main features and criticisms of these political ideologies with regard to 

environmental thought, which, however, is posited to be sufficient given the broader 

aims of the thesis. Chapter 2 concludes by suggesting which policy paradigms, value 
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positions and political ideologies might better enable the development of an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka.  

 

Environmental policy positions, or stances, held by policy actors who devise policy or 

engage in policy formulation, play a key role in identifying policy problems and 

addressing them (Burstein, 1991; Swart, Robinson & Cohen, 2003; Olsson, 2009). A 

‘policy position’ is the standpoint a policy actor takes when faced with a particular 

issue or a problem. A policy position signifies how a person ultimately responds to 

facts and information in arriving at policy decisions (Harding, 1998). Consequently, 

when offered the same evidence, people holding different policy positions can reach 

different conclusions. As these conclusions inform people’s decisions, policies are 

ultimately dependent on the value positions, ideologies and paradigms of the policy 

actors.  

 

Explaining the concept of ‘policy position’, Harding (1998) claims that though 

disputes during various stages of the policy process appear to be over ‘facts’, they are 

mostly disagreements arising from different policy positions held by individuals. In 

other words, conflicting policy positions cause information to be interpreted 

differently, which often leads to tension and disagreement (Harding, Hendriks & 

Faruqui, 2009). For example, the influence of differing policy positions is clearly 

visible in the debate on the recently-introduced emission trading scheme in Australia.1 

Those who oppose the emission reduction scheme are often sceptical about claimed 

‘factual’ issues on climate change; for example, whether it is happening or not, 

whether anthropogenic causes are really driving it and if it is happening, or how 

quickly is climate change happening. Proponents and sceptics both speak from policy 

positions that shape their receptivity to ‘facts’, and evidence or claims (for a 

discussion on facts as claims, see Hannigan, 1995), and which drive their interests in 

supporting or being critical of any issue and proposed solution/s to it.  

                                                 
1  For example, http://www.cpaaustralia.com.au/cps/rde/xbcr/cpa-site/Climate-change-policy.pdf 

[Accessed 1 February 2012]. 

http://www.cpaaustralia.com.au/cps/rde/xbcr/cpa-site/Climate-change-policy.pdf
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 Paradigms and value positions 

Policy positions are formed through a complex process and are extremely difficult to 

change (Harding, 1998). In reaching a particular policy position, policy actors filter all 

facts and issues perceived through the ‘paradigm’ to which they have affinities 

(Shafer, 2006). Paradigms, according to Cotgrove (1982: 27): 

 

[P]rovide maps of what the world is believed to be like. They constitute 

guidelines for getting about and for identifying and solving problems. Above 

all, paradigms provide the framework of meaning within which “facts” and 

experiences acquire significance and can be interpreted.  

 

In tracing the contestation and evolution of environmental paradigms, the next section 

looks at, in turn, the dominant social paradigm, the human exceptionalist paradigm 

and their rival, the new ecological paradigm. The literature makes it clear that these 

paradigms themselves are supported by contesting viewpoints of anthropocentrism 

and ecocentrism.    

The ‘Dominant Social Paradigm’ and ‘Human Exceptionalism 

Paradigm’ 

The ‘dominant social paradigm’ (DSP) (Pirages & Ehrlich, 1974), and the ‘human 

exceptionalism paradigm’ (HEP) (Dunlap & Catton, 1979) are key environmental 

paradigms identified in the literature.  

 

The first of these, the DSP has as its focus sustained economic growth as the solution 

for all problems that challenge both humankind and the natural resource base. The 

DSP is informed by fundamental technological, economic and political positions (as 

shown in Figure 2.1). First, that advances in technology can solve all resource 

scarcities and environmental problems; second, that high economic growth can fix 

ecological problems; and third, that political reformism will solve environmental 

issues (Dunlap, Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000; Dunlap, 2008).  
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It is clear that in striving for economic growth, the DSP supports materialistic 

consumption and consumerism, as particularly enabled through free enterprise and 

unlimited economic growth. It supports individualism and private property 

accumulation through limited state controls over economic and social activities 

(Harding, 1998). It is highly confident of the curative powers of technology and 

human ingenuity and of their ability to resolve problems of environmental degradation 

(Cotgrove, 1982). As such, DSP-led development pathways are dominated by markets 

driven by individualistic and competitive forces as inherent components of 

neoliberalism. Politicians, bureaucrats, markets and the corporate sector promote DSP 

driven policies that improve financial outcomes (Shafer, 2006).  

 

Figure 2.1 Composition of the Dominant Social Paradigm 

Source: Shafer (2006:121) 

In turn, the ‘human exceptionalism paradigm’ (HEP) views human beings as an 

exceptional species and argues that by virtue of culture and human ingenuity, human 

beings are superior to other species. This leads the HEP to justify the use of 

ecosystems instrumentally in striving for unrestrained economic development and 

maximising production and consumption (Plumwood, 1995; Pelletier, 2010). The 

effect of this is to ‘alienate’ human beings from ecosystems and other inhabitants of 

the Earth (Dunlap & Catton, 1979; Naess & Rothenberg, 1989). 

Economical 
- Support for free 

enterprise 

- Belief that unlimited 

economic growth is 

possible 

Political 
- Limited government 

regulation 

- Support for private property 

rights 
- Emphasis on liberty and 

economic individualism 
 

Technological 
- Faith in ability of science and technology to solve 

all problems  

- Faith in the ability of human ingenuity to create 

technology that can extract resources unlimitedly 

DSP 



18 

 

Pirages and Ehrlich (1974) argue that these two paradigms make human beings ‘anti-

ecological’ in acting dominant over nature, leading nations and individuals to feel 

secure, believing, for example, in endless food security even when natural resources 

such as water are dwindling. This mindset also enforces belief in the capacity of 

technology to resolve environmental problems. One example is desalinisation of 

seawater to address rapidly dwindling freshwater resources. But sufficient economic 

resources are needed to develop and apply this expensive technology, and there are 

notable adverse environmental impacts associated with it (Ayres, 1993; McEvoy & 

Wilder, 2012). 

 

The beliefs inherent in both these paradigms, however, are consistently challenged by 

the increasing evidence of ecological degradation worldwide (for example, the 

Worldwatch Institute, 2010). This had led many scholars to argue that only societies 

that do not strive for unlimited growth or require unlimited resources can be 

sustainable (for example, Bossel, 1998; Eckersley, 2004; Dovers, 2005; Townsend, 

2009). In other  words, limits imposed by the decreasing availability of natural 

resources and the limited capacity of the environment as a ‘waste repository’ throw up 

significant barriers for unlimited growth (Eckersley, 1992; Garner, 1996; Dunlap, 

2008). Such criticisms of the DSP and HEP have led to the emergence of the ‘new 

ecological paradigm’, which stresses a desire for ‘ecological sustainability’.2  

The New Ecological Paradigm 

In contesting the DSP and HEP, the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) has criticised 

their individualistic, atomistic or mechanistic conceptualisation of ecosystems (Catton 

& Dunlap, 1979; Dunlap, 2000; Shafer, 2006). At the same time, the NEP seemingly 

agrees with the HEP that human beings are an exceptional species with advantages 

over other species, and in the case of the NEP, cultural ones (Allen, Castano & Allen 

2007). Nevertheless, unlike the HEP, the NEP argues that human beings are strongly 

dependent on other species and ecosystems (Catton & Dunlap, 1980). In this regard, 

                                                 
2  Ecological sustainability is a term coined to reiterate the importance of environmental 

considerations in sustainable development, as opposed to economic sustainability (Harding, 1998).  
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the NEP acknowledges the ‘carrying capacity’ of ecosystems,3  and, as such, strives to 

better understand the relationships between ecology and the social world, with a view 

to enhance prediction of how societies are impacted by environmental concerns and 

vice versa (Shafer, 2006; Dunlap, 2008).  

 

In doing so, the NEP takes a holistic view of economic development, as being 

integrated with ecology (Dunlap & Catton, 1979; Dunlap, 2002). Important 

interrelated components are social ones of population, culture and organisations; 

technological ones of the built environment comprising housing, cities and 

infrastructure; and natural ones of forests, minerals and water, and so on (Dunlap & 

Catton, 1979). In holding such different principles, the ecological paradigm is 

fundamentally different from the DSP, and therefore the policy positions it informs are 

also very different. For example, ecological paradigms such as NEP enable socio-

ecological (holistic) policy positions. 

 

Any transition for proponents of one paradigm to another can be difficult as each 

paradigm is formulated through the interaction of many cultural, social and political 

stimuli, at both the individual and societal levels (Catton & Dunlap, 1980). For 

example, when DSP-informed agendas are threatened by more ecologically oriented 

paradigms, a strong claim of those holding to the DSP is that continued economic and 

technological development is crucial. Three key claims are made in prioritising 

continued economic and technological development. The first claim is that socio-

ecological problems that arise from economic development are really caused by a poor 

distribution of the benefits of development, and thus rather than curtailing 

development itself, what is needed are programs for more equitable distribution of 

those benefits. The second is that continued economic growth is needed to raise the 

financial resources to address environmental problems caused by poor policies of the 

past. The third is that earlier mechanisms for development are out of date and 

                                                 
3  Carrying capacity is defined as the maximum number of a species that can be supported indefinitely 

by a particular habitat, allowing for seasonal and random changes, without degradation of the 

environment and without diminishing prospects for the future (Bossel, 1998). Monte-Luna et al. 

(2008: 488) define carrying capacity in a broader sense: as  the limit of growth or development of 

each and all hierarchical levels of biological integration, beginning with the population, and shaped 

by processes and interdependent relationships between finite resources and the consumers of those 

resources. 
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therefore new mechanisms such as those found in the ecological modernisation 

standpoint are needed. These claims thus call for more ecologically sound economic 

alternatives or so-called ‘green economies’, where unfettered economic growth—and 

not economic development as such—is regarded as the fundamental cause of 

environmental problems (Mol & Sonnenfield, 2000; Pirages, 2000). 

 

In considering how these paradigms are founded and defended, Figure 2.2 indicates 

that two sets of factors are mainly responsible. The first is two divergent points of 

view on the relationship between man and nature; anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. 

The second is a range of political ideologies that inform these points of view, 

including conservatism, liberalism, Marxism, eco-Marxism, eco-socialism and 

ecologism. 

Anthropocentrism 

As defined by Carter & Hill (2007:14), the ‘anthropocentric view is the way of 

thinking that regards human beings as the source of all value and is predominately 

concerned with human interests’. According to the anthropocentric view, human 

beings stand ‘above’ or ‘outside’ nature, contemplating ways in which maximum 

benefits can be reaped from nature (Capra, 1997). As such, a traditional or ‘strong’ 

anthropocentric viewpoint supports the DSP (Pirages & Ehrlich, 1974; Dunlap & 

Catton, 1979), while an inter-generational or ‘weak’ anthropocentric viewpoint 

supports the ecological paradigm (see Stenmark, 2002).  

 

Strong anthropocentric views underline most policies and strategies that prioritise 

continued economic growth (Pirages & Ehrlich, 1974; Dunlap & Catton, 1979, 

Stenmark, 2002). In elaborating, Norton (2005) posits that strong anthropocentrism is 

where non-human species and natural objects are valued highly for instrumental 

value4. As such, it is justifiable for human beings to achieve their own ends by any 

                                                 
4 Barry (2007:145) defines instrumental value as the ‘value which something has for someone as a 

means to an end which they desire’. For example, a tree has instrumental value when it is viewed 

through a traditional anthropocentric point of view: it provides shade and fresh air, improves the 

aesthetic quality of the environment, and is excellent raw material for furniture (Carter & Hill, 2007). In 

the same sense, Eckersley (1992) describes the anthropocentric point of view of forests as storage of 

natural resources at the disposal of human beings. An instrumental value position rationalises and 
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means, even if it involves excessive exploitation and depletion of ecological resources 

(also Nash, 1990). Strong anthropocentrism is thus seen as ‘taming nature’, 

maximising extraction and exploitation, and securing the continued material wellbeing 

of humankind. Here there is no requirement for trading off economic benefits with 

ecological degradation because nature, through instrumental value, exists only for the 

extraction of resources. Natural resources are considered ‘natural capital’ only if they 

are extracted or extractable (Dobson, 1999), and human labour is effective if it renders 

natural resources extractable.  

 

Figure 2.2 Process that leads to formulation of the ultimate policy position 

Source: Adapted from Harding (1998) 

Carter & Hill (2007) argue that strong anthropocentric assumptions have over time led 

to vast destruction of nature and its inhabitants, including certain kinds of human life. 

This is a key reason why weak anthropocentrism5 now contests the strong version in 

                                                                                                                                             
justifies why a tree or a forest may be protected for present and future generations, or why it may be cut 

down to meet human needs.  

 
5 Weak anthropocentrism values nature and non-human species for so-called ‘soft’ values. These values 

include species diversity and conservation for human survival; rainforest protection for scientific 

resources and cathedral value (that is, inspiration and spirituality); or protection of beautiful landscapes 

for ‘monumental’ or aesthetic value, which is pleasing to the human eye and psyche (Harding 1998). As 

such, weak anthropocentrism has a strong interest in protecting nature (Norton & Dovers, 1996), and 

argues against overly destructive exploitation. 

DSP 

NEP 

Ecocentrism 

Anthropocentrism 

Political ideologies 

 

Policy Position 



22 

 

many policy domains. Overall, anthropocentric environmental positions, whether 

strong or weak, hold that environmental problems are caused more by poor planning 

of developmental agendas than anything else (Dobson, 1990). Ecocentric viewpoints 

contest or wish to temper anthropocentric worldviews to place more emphasis on the 

environment. 

Ecocentrism 

Ecocentrism is a ‘mode of thought that regards humans as subject to ecological and 

systems laws and whose ethical, political and social prescriptions are concerned with 

both humans and non-humans’ (Carter & Hill, 2007: 14). Unlike anthropocentrism, 

which emphasises technology as a key ‘saviour’ of environmental problems, 

ecocentrism is more wary of technology. It argues for much more evidence that 

technological solutions are appropriate, both socially and environmentally, before 

adopting technology; and that precautionary and ecological approaches are needed to 

check technological development and application (Sandin, 1999; Tickner & Myers, 

2000). Rejecting the view that environmental degradation is caused simply by poor 

management of the industrial process, ecocentrism advocates strong measures to 

prevent environmental problems, rather than corrective, managerial ones (Zimmerman 

& Callicot, 1998).  

 

Eckersley (1992: 60) identifies three types of ecocentrism: autopoietic intrinsic theory, 

ecofeminism, and transpersonal ecology. The first of these, autopoietic intrinsic 

theory, deals with the inherent properties of autopoiesis, which is defined as the ability 

for self-production and self-renewal (Eckersley, 1992; Capra, 1997). This theory 

argues that subjects with an autopoietic property deserve moral consideration in their 

own right, which includes individuals, species, ecosystems, and even the ecosphere. 

Intrinsic value (which some refer to as ‘inherent value’) is derived from the ‘in-born’ 

ability of ecosystems to perform complex activities such as the generation and 

promotion of diversity, maintenance, and prolonged sustenance. Intrinsic value is thus 

a value that ‘something has in itself, rather than because it will help one to further 

some need’ (Barry, 2007: 37).  
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The second type, ecofeminism, deals with the oppression of women in patriarch-

dominated decision-making systems, seeing these as akin to the destruction of nature. 

This aligns traditional gender inequality with perceptions of valuing nature and 

treating it well (Eckersley, 1992). It is claimed that if these causes of domination and 

undervaluation are removed, sustainability is more possible. Other ecofeminism 

theories, such as the ‘difference’ approach, argue positively for certain feminist ‘traits’ 

such as compassion and empathy, advocating their adoption by the entire society, with 

a view to diverging strongly from the DSP. However, some do not agree with this 

approach, since it is argued that such ‘traits’ have caused women and nature to be 

dominated for centuries (Lahar, 1991), and hence need to be changed.  

 

The third key ecocentric position is transpersonal ecology, which is similar to ‘deep 

ecology’, as discussed below. Transpersonal ecology requires the extension of self 

towards other beings and abiotic components of nature. From its ecological viewpoint, 

transpersonal theory argues that human beings need to be highly sensitive about the 

needs of other humans, communities, cultures and life forms, and stresses co-

habitation, relationship and interdependency (Dobson, 1990: 85). 

 

Overall, Capra (1997) notes—in adopting a deep ecology position (for example, Naess 

1990)—that ecocentric approaches reflect holistic or systems thinking where it is 

perceived that the properties of the whole system are more than the sum of its 

components. This is due to the ability of components to interact and relate to each 

other. Thus, properties of the parts or components of ecosystems are not strictly 

intrinsic ones, but can be understood only within the context of the larger integrated 

whole. Hence, ecocentric visions prioritise social and equity issues alongside 

environmental ones, which, in turn, lead to a socio-ecological systems approach 

(Folke, Hahn, Olsson & Norberg, 2005).  

Defining ecosystem characteristics  

This section looks at defining characteristics inherent to socio-ecological systems, 

which need to be considered in formulating contemporary policy development for 

climate change adaptation. As climate change poses multi-sectoral, multi-faceted 
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policy problems, when contemplating policy measures, it is necessary to consider 

characteristics inherent to socio-ecological systems as a whole. A better understanding 

of links and interconnections or relationships that exist between socio-ecological 

systems can equip policy makers with useful and relevant knowledge to tackle the 

complexities, special characteristics of environmental goods and services, and limits 

imposed by nature. Key ones stressed in the contemporary literature include 

complexity and uncertainty, common pool resources and public goods, and resource 

limits. 

Complexity and uncertainty 

Worldwide a growing realisation exists of the intricacies associated with 

environmental policy problems, which increasingly complicate environmental policy 

formulation, especially in the case of climate change adaptation. This is because the 

inseparably integrated nature of co-produced systems,6 which constitute natural and 

social elements, while becoming more and more evident is not well understood (for 

example, Capra, 1997; Jasanoff, 2004). The ecological systems possess ‘cybernetic’ or 

‘self-regulating’ properties (Capra, 1997; Cotgrove, 1982). Here, self-regulation—the 

ability of the ecosystem to organise and reorganise itself in the face of changes 

(Dryzek, 1987)—depends on complex relationships among constituent elements of the 

ecosystem (Hinchman & Hinchman, 1989; Capra, 1997). For example, the diversity or 

the patchiness of a forest, which depicts its diversity as well as its seed-banks stored 

within the soil, can provide resources necessary for its regeneration in case the forest 

is destroyed through fire (Peterson, Allen and Holling, 2009). 

 

Because of their self-regulation and high degrees of interdependency, complex 

ecosystems are extremely difficult to comprehend through a reductionist or 

mechanistic approach characteristic of modernist science. This is still the key 

approach underpinning so-called ‘silo-type’ environmental policies, although it is 

increasingly challenged by integrated environmental management (Dovers, 2005). 

This reductionist approach sits in strong contrast with the holistic systems approach. 

 

                                                 
6  Co-produced systems are hybrid systems that have strong inter-associations within systems as well 

as intra-associations among systems, so that their boundaries are not easily discernible (Jasanoff, 

2004). 
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Due to the emergent or non-reducible nature of ecosystems (Capra, 1997), 

environmental problems cannot be resolved by addressing individual parts of the 

problem in isolation, as solving one problem in isolation will typically not result in 

overall improvement. Reductionist approaches in public policy attempt to analyse 

‘parts’ of the whole, in order to determine the nature of the whole, and this inevitably 

leads to unintended and damaging consequences elsewhere (Carter & Hill, 2007). For 

example, climate change impacts on grass species may lead to a decline in food 

sources for wild elephant herds, inducing them to invade paddy fields and villages. 

This, in turn, can cause unplanned migration of people to cities looking for alternative 

employments and life styles, thereby increasing urban pressure. Thus, problems 

associated with urban migration might not be resolved merely through establishing 

more low-income housing schemes for migrants. 

 

According to Lee (1999), human beings have a limited capacity to obtain a 

comprehensive understanding of complex socio-ecological systems. With 

complexities arrive uncertainty, which can have a debilitating effect on policy efforts 

and which hampers policy makers in developing appropriate policy (Folke et al., 2002; 

Carter & Hill, 2007). For example, perhaps the prime environmental issue of the 

modern era is global climate change, but policy makers are still not in agreement as to 

what extent anthropogenic causes are affecting climate change and indeed, if the 

climate is actually changing (Dobson, 1990; Handmer & Dovers, 1996; Webster, 

Forest, Reily, Babiker, Kicklighter, Mayer, et al., 2003).  

Common pool resources and public goods 

Environmental policy should necessarily heed certain special attributes of 

environmental resources, which have properties of common pool resources and public 

goods, and the limits imposed by nature. It is difficult to exclude potential 

beneficiaries from using common pool resources for consumptive or non-consumptive 

purposes. As such, they require elaborate institutional or legal mechanisms to ensure 

their long-term existence in a desirable state. Common pool resources come in two 

forms: (a) ‘common resource goods’; for example, wildlife, forests, and minerals and 

(b) ‘common resource sinks’ such as clean air, and rivers and oceans, which are used 

to absorb waste material generated in ecosystems (Carpenter, 1998). 
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Common pool resources, according to Ostrom (2008a: 24), are resources that are 

significantly large and lack clear jurisdictional and/or ecological boundaries. Common 

pool resources are ‘non-excludable goods’ as no one can be excluded from using them 

(Ostrom, 2008a). As such, there can be little incentive to protect them for the 

collective good. Instead, individuals often attempt to increase individual benefits from 

these so-called ‘common pastures’. It is also the case that if one individual takes steps 

to protect ‘non-excludable’ goods, others who might not be doing the same can take 

advantage of this to enjoy the resulting benefits. This can discourage the majority from 

protecting natural resources, but instead encourage their exploitation, especially in the 

absence of some kind of enforced boundaries or conditions (Ostrom, 2008a).  

 

Common resources have another property, that of ‘rivalry nature’. For example, 

regarding the ‘common’ resource of the atmosphere, despite already evident problems 

of global warming, it is difficult to control increasing GHG emissions (also, Carter & 

Hill, 2007). Degradation of common resources hence results in social costs posed as 

negative externalities associated with the economic production process. Another good 

example of this phenomenon occurs where large-scale industrial emissions of CFCs 

have caused thinning of the ozone layer, or where sulphur dioxide emissions have 

caused acid rain. Similarly, local pollutants such as smoke and car exhausts adversely 

affect those who have played no part in generating them (Ostrom, 2008a), which, in 

turn, leads to a burden for societies, rather than for those who release them (Hendriks, 

2009). These costs, for example in the case of climate change, are ‘uncapturable’ in 

two senses: first, the negative impacts felt by socio-ecological systems cannot be 

directly attributed to climate change; and second, the costs are not quantifiable 

(Paavola & Adger, 2006). These can make policy development difficult for such cases. 

 

In contrast, though public goods are also non-excludable in nature, they differ from 

common goods as there is no rivalry. That is, one’s individual consumption of a public 

good does not diminish any other individual’s ability to consume the good (Carter & 

Hill, 2007). Therefore, economically rational individuals often try to ‘free-ride’ by 

trying to obtain benefits from public goods without paying for them – benefits 

obtained in the hope that someone else will finance them. As it is not always possible 

to prevent ‘free riding’, governments usually finance public goods through revenue, if 

benefits provided by the goods exceed their cost (Garner, 1996). Examples are open 
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spaces in the city, developed and maintained by local authorities; and forest parks that 

are protected and managed by the state. In both examples the authorities attempt to 

establish partial property rights and prohibitive rules.  

 

 That is, one’s individual consumption of a public good does not diminish any other 

individual’s ability to consume the good (Carter & Hill, 2007). Therefore, 

economically rational individuals often try to free-ride by trying to obtain benefits 

from public goods without paying for them – benefits obtained in the hope that 

someone else will finance them. As it is not always possible to prevent ‘free riding’, 

governments usually finance public goods through revenue, if benefits provided by the 

goods exceed their cost (Garner, 1996). Examples are open spaces in the city, 

developed and maintained by local authorities; and forest parks that are protected and 

managed by the state. In both examples the authorities attempt to establish partial 

property rights and prohibitive rules. 

 

Due to these characteristics, policy failures often occur when governing bodies 

attempt to protect common resources and public goods. This is known as the ‘tragedy 

of the commons’, where eventually natural resources can be damaged beyond use or 

completely exhausted (Hardin, 1968; Dryzek, 1987). Problems associated with 

common resources and public goods call for policies that can marshal collective 

action, and in this regard, the collaborative management approaches present a 

contemporary policy tool (Stringer, Dougill, Fraser, Hubacek, Prell, & Reed, 2006; 

Hartley & Robertson, 2009).  

Limits on resources  

The Club of Rome’s highly controversial report in 1972, Limits to Growth, was a 

major landmark in identifying limits imposed by natural systems. It argued that some 

human activities lead to excessive overshooting of these limits, which causes 

irreversible impacts on ecosystems, leading to massive ecological degradation and 

affecting human health and quality of life (Meadows, Meadows, Randers and William, 

1972; Meadowcroft, 1999; Meadows et al., 2005). 
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 The Limits to Growth thesis, however, was opposed—foremost, by industrialised 

countries that wanted to continue to increase economic growth without restrictive or 

costly penalties; for example, in controlling pollution. Developing countries were not 

far behind, or were less vehement, in protesting against the Limits to growth thesis 

(Patterson, 2009: 105). With international public pressure significantly rising for 

change, it was not surprising that when the Brundtland Commission came up with the 

concept of sustainable development in the report Our Common Future, which 

supported economic growth—though with more emphasis on protecting the 

environment—economies of both blocs were willing to accept compromise (Redclift, 

2000; Wilbanks, 2005) (see Chapter 3 for more detail).  

 

Challenging such compromise, or the continued emphasis of economic growth over 

the environment, are attributes of uncertainty, complexity, risk, the inherent 

characteristics of public goods and common resources, and well founded doubts about 

economic growth itself. These signify not only the need for policy positions that allow 

policy actors to seriously contemplate these issues, but also political ideologies that 

take into account the highly complex, interdependent environmental systems. It is the 

case then that some political ideologies in the contemporary policy landscape, which 

we turn to now, appear more capable than others of addressing such features. These 

arguably enable the formulation of policy positions that can lead to a suitable 

paradigm shift, from the DSP or the currently dominant paradigm (DP) in particular, 

to a paradigm more suited to addressing climate change impacts (O’ Riordan & 

Jordan, 1997).   

Political ideologies in environmental policy formation 

This section explores a number of key political ideologies to identify those that have 

the capacity to address environmental problems with regard to key environmental 

policy characteristics and, especially, climate change policy. The discussion begins 

with conservatism, as it most influences existing policy regimes worldwide. It is 

followed by liberalism, which contrasts with conservatism, and with Marxism, which 

is the basis for a socialist line of thought engrained in the constitution of Sri Lanka 

(Moore, 1990; Abeyratne, 2004). This is then followed by a discussion of ecologism. 
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Conservatism 

Conservatism is based on resistance to rapid change and innovation, because it 

assumes that change might cause damage to the long established social framework and 

the prevailing hierarchical order (Dobson, 1990; Eckersley, 1992). Conservatives hold 

that society is a moral community, held together by shared values and beliefs of the 

past which should not be changed, at the threat of disintegration of its components 

(Eckersley, 1992).  

 

Thomas Hobbes, who is considered an early key advocate of conservatism, calls any 

political situation lacking authoritative control a ‘state of nature’, where each 

individual is reduced to fighting for survival (Barry, 2007). Hobbes thought that 

human beings are incapable of collective actions or altruism; thus, living conditions in 

a ‘state of nature’ would be ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’. In a modern 

environmental context, Hobbes' idea of a ‘nasty’ and ‘short’ life could result from 

environmental degradation, pollution or rapid anthropogenic climate change, caused 

by selfish pursuit of individual rationalities. States are therefore called upon to seek 

and address the collective good, for example, by acting as authorities or regulators to 

control environmental problems. Based on this, conservatism holds that society should 

function according to hierarchical traditions and institutions, and accept inequalities 

among communities associated with such hierarchies (Dobson, 1990; Allen et al., 

2007).  

 

One of the major criticisms levelled against conservatism is its characteristically rigid 

top-down structure. It is argued that this structure is unsuitable for appropriately 

understanding and resolving issues that arise out of complex and holistic relationships 

in socio-ecological systems (Dryzek, 1987). Conservatism attempts to resolve 

complex issues through gradual improvements enabled through better planning and 

management. It also tends to focus on ‘business-as-usual’, as propounded by the DP, 

rather than strive for paradigm shifts, which can facilitate major change 

(Meadowcroft, 1997). 

 

The ‘hierarchical’ State’s dependence on the majority for its continued existence 

means that the main objective of the State, at best, is the greater good of the majority. 
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Conservative ideologies will thus strive for utilitarian outcomes, even at dire cost to 

the well-being of nature or ecosystems, which it considers inanimate and thus takes an 

approach akin to the DP (Heywood, 1999). However, in contrast to Hobbes’ view that 

altruism is not an option among rational individuals, Peter Kropotkin (1842-1921) and 

Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) (as cited in Barry, 2007) have claimed that co-

operation and altruistic behaviour shown by civilisations over time have led to better 

living conditions and harmony. In facilitating such collective action, hierarchical 

procedures and centralised State institutions are not appropriate, because such 

structures are not obliged to listen to ‘lived’ experiences embodied in socio-ecological 

systems. Conservatism, therefore, seems to hold little promise for a systems approach 

that attempts changes at grassroots level (Pennington, 2008). 

 

To sum up, according to conservatism, a life free of unnatural disasters, hazards and 

sicknesses depends on formulation and implementation of policies and regulations in a 

top-down approach by the sovereign authorities, where change is resisted (Stevens, 

1996). Authorities being hierarchical and powerful, this approach allows inadequate 

space to consider complexity and uncertainty (Kemp, Parto & Gibson, 2005). Under 

conservatism, there is little capacity for radical changes in paradigms and policy 

positions. In turn, such limited capacity for change offers little hope for adaptation 

policies to adequately take account of the bottom-up values and perspectives of 

communities that are the most vulnerable sections of society (Dobson, 1990; 

Bierbaum & Raven, 2007; Cannon & Muller-Mahn, 2010). 

Liberalism 

Traditional liberalism was founded on utilitarianism and it focuses on the entitlement 

of the individual human to unlimited freedom. However, when all individuals have the 

same unlimited freedom, such freedom will lead to abuse and disorder, indicating that 

some form of authority is needed (Considine, 1994). But unlike conservatives, 

classical liberalists do not support widespread interventions from authorities in the 

economy or society, as they feel that such interventions might lead to restriction of 

individual freedom (Wissenburg, 2006a).  
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Consequently, the ‘minimal or limited state’ concept has come into being, where the 

state plays a minimum role, sufficient only to ensure that there is no or as little 

encroachment as possible on the freedom of a citizen by fellow citizens. Instead, 

liberalism has led to the idea of meritocratic societies, where rewards are distributed 

according to ‘individual talent and hard work’ (Heywood, 1999: 44). With regard to 

the environment, this implies that any individual who can reap maximum benefits 

from ecosystems, regardless of any resultant irreversible damages that he might cause, 

will not only be benefited, but is justified – a view also in line with the DP.  

 

A counter-position in liberalism is posited by John Locke (1632-1704), a founding 

liberal. Locke was noted for his concerns about limits to the use of natural resources. 

He claimed that any man has a right to claim part of the non-human world as his own 

provided that there was ‘enough and as good’ left for others (Heywood, 1999: 65). In 

the contemporary world this voluntary condition of leaving ‘enough and as good for 

others’ is clearly violated (Dobson & Eckersley, 2006). As a result, liberalism-based 

policies display little capacity to control environmental exploitation and consumerism.  

 

However, liberalism is seen as being useful for paradigm shifts, for example, from the 

DP to the ecological paradigm, for two reasons. First, liberalism is tolerant of 

competing views and is not inherently against change. Therefore, anyone who has a 

viewpoint of what is good, can promote it (Bell, 2006). Individuals may not be aware 

of limits to growth, or be ready to accept them at any particular time (Meadowcroft, 

1997). However, once such limits are accepted, and if individuals desire it, there is 

opportunity to bring in a paradigm shift (Goldfinch, 2000). 

 

Secondly, unlike other political ideologies, liberalism does not contain a preconceived 

idea of what the ‘good society’ should be like, other than individual freedom for all. 

For example, it does not have any ultimate end like continued advances in the mode of 

economic production, as is the case in Marxism. This raises the concept of ‘positive’ 

freedom, which is rather different from the traditional liberalist concept of freedom, or 

‘negative’ freedom, which simply signifies the absence of external interventions on 

the individual (Heywood, 1999: 300). Positive freedom signifies the freedom for 

personal development and self-realism for all individuals, which could help enable a 

paradigm leading to policies that can enhance the capacity of communities to face 
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climate change, for example. Consequently, liberalism can be used to promote 

sustainability concepts as long as they do not intervene with individual freedoms or 

works with these freedoms in a positive way (Wissenburg, 2006a).  

Marxism  

According to Karl Marx, everything in ‘man’—namely his social, political and 

intellectual life—is conditioned by the mode of production of material life, and as 

such, materialistic achievements and relations within society determine development 

and growth. The major concern of Marxism is that the majority of people are denied 

the full rewards of their labour. Marxism contends that the early liberal concept of 

meritocratic societies is violated, as the rewards are not distributed according to hard 

work or talents of people, in capitalist societies; instead, such rewards are skewed 

towards the owners of capitalism or societal elites. This calls for a social revolution, 

wherein equality in society can be established (Heywood, 1999). 

 

For traditional Marxists, nature, if not used or transformed by man for the production 

process, is valueless (Harding, 1998). The more materials extracted from nature for 

materialistic development, the higher the development of humankind (Barry, 2007). 

Marx’s anthropocentrism appears furthered by reliance on science and technology as 

the key tools for controlling nature for human progress and development.  

 

Neo-Marxists are of the view that environmental problems, like social problems, can 

be traced directly to the exploitative dynamics of capitalism, ultimately leading to the 

exhaustion of common resources and public goods (Garner, 1996). Barry (2007) 

contends that social revolutions once free of capitalist relations will aim to transcend 

any limits, but will not prevent humans attempting to dominate nature, and will lead to 

further consumerism and materialism, and thus, environmental degradation. A 

revisionist view of this position is found in eco-Marxism. 

Eco-Marxism  

Common to the Marxist mode of thinking, eco-Marxism also calls for increased 

production accompanied by egalitarian sharing of the benefits of development, but 
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more so, for radically democratic societies living in harmony in nature (Bookchin, 

1980). However, the main criticism of the dominant eco-Marxist stream of 

environmental revisionism, radical ecology, is that its remedies are too 

anthropocentric in positing that environmental resources should be conserved only if 

they have instrumental values.  

 

Known as ‘resource conservationism’, this ideology regards nature as a capital to be 

maximised and its components and sub-systems as resources to be carefully managed 

(Eckersley, 1992). Eco-Marxism seeks to revise the balance between human well-

being and ecological survival (Eckersley, 1988:88). Eco-Marxism borrows ideas from 

several branches of thought, including eco-anarchism and liberalism, but as its name 

implies, is strongly inclined towards Marxism. Not surprisingly, this inclination has 

led eco-Marxism to be labelled ‘red’. This is in contrast to eco-socialism which is 

labelled ‘neither red nor green’. 

Eco-socialism  

Eco-socialists are labelled ‘neither red nor green’, as they are seen to attempt to 

provide a pathway neither communistic nor capitalistic. They believe that the 

ecological crisis is caused by competitive, expansionary dynamics of capitalism, and 

favour ‘egalitarian and redistributional measures’ as the solution (Eckersley, 1992: 

120). Eco-socialists do not repudiate furthering industrialism or increasing production, 

but believe that poverty and ecological crises are the direct symptoms of the 

capitalistic mode of production and distribution, where wealth is concentrated among 

a few (Schwartzman, 2009).  

 

This calls for a focus on forces that own and shape ecologically degrading methods of 

production and social relations stemming from these forces, as the root cause of 

environmental problems (Lowe, 2007). While eco-Marxists push for physical limits of 

growth and ecological carrying capacity to be pushed back through improved 

technologies, eco-socialists look to green economic reforms. These include renewable 

energies replacing fossil fuel, which is simply a cleaner mode of capitalism (Lowy, 

2005; Salleh, 2008).  
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Eco-socialists also consider negative externalities such as excessive release of carbon 

dioxide, and demand social justice (Pepper, 1993; Schwartzman, 2009). These 

rationalities of eco-socialists have led to policies, especially in neo-liberalist countries, 

that attempt to internalise the externalities of industrial activities through tools such as 

polluter-pays principle and emission trading. Such tools are also expected to bring in 

equity and fair distribution of costs and benefits among different groups or 

communities (Kovel, 2005).  

 

However, even though such policies appear attractive, the industrial mode of 

production is still prioritised. From past and current experiences, so-called ‘socialist’ 

countries are amongst the worst industrial (and GHG) polluters in the world, having a 

record of ecological degradation that, in many examples, exceeds that caused by 

capitalist countries. So, just how viable is the eco-socialist agenda for addressing 

systems changes as signalled by climate change? The answer may lie in a stronger 

ecocentric shift to ecologism.  

Ecologism  

Dobson (1990: 2), who coined the term ecologism, believes that ‘sustainable and 

fulfilling existence presupposes radical changes in our relationship with the non-

human natural world and in our mode of social and political life’. Dobson (1990) and 

Barry (2007) argue that ecologism should be regarded as a political theory that can 

usher in environmentally sound societies. Accordingly, Dobson (1990, 1996) 

describes ecologism as a fully-fledged political theory due to three distinct features. 

First, it has a common set of concepts and values, which provide a comprehensive 

critique of existing social and political systems. Second, it contains an alternative 

outline of how a society should look. Third, it spells out a well thought-out strategy to 

move from the existing society to the proposed alternative.  

 

The core value of ecologism is ecocentrism, as it strongly supports the rights of the 

non-human world as well as the limits imposed by natural systems (Dobson, 1990; 

Wissenburg, 2006b). Ecologism argues that neither infinite human populations nor 

economic growth is possible, as such growth can lead to a dire overshooting of natural 

limits. Unless natural limits to growth are observed, the economy itself will eventually 
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collapse (Dobson, 1990; Meadowcroft, 1999). As such, ecologism strongly rejects the 

view that all environmental problems can be solved if ecosystems can be better 

‘managed’, and goes as far as to state that even to claim that ecosystems can be 

managed by human beings amounts to hubris (Luke, 2009). 

 

Ecologism thus reflects the belief that environmental problems can be solved only 

through fundamentally shifting from the dominant paradigm and anthropocentric 

viewpoints (Peppers & Rogers, 1996; Harding, 1998). Such paradigm shift calls for a 

radical new approach rather than a soft or reformist approach (Alexander, 1984; 

Peppers & Rogers, 1996; Dryzek, 1997; Carter & Hill, 2007). For example, Bluhdorn 

(2011: 34) calls for ecologism-based approaches that move away from ‘practices that 

help advanced modern consumer societies to cope with the paradox of wanting to 

sustain the unsustainable’.  

Conclusion 

It is clear that environmental policy formulation and implementation are based on 

policy positions—informed by the worldviews and ideologies held by policy actors—

that bring a range of different paradigms and viewpoints to the negotiating table. It is 

also clear that an urgent shift is needed from the dominant paradigm, which has 

proved itself unable to resolve socio-ecological crises. Socio-ecological problems can 

be better perceived and addressed only through policy positions that allow holistic, 

ecologically oriented viewpoints that best appreciate the nature of common pool 

resources, public goods, and limits imposed by nature. It is only through such policy 

positions that special characteristics of socio-ecological systems can be addressed. 

Conversely, ecologically orientated paradigms can provide better scope for innovative 

policy solutions and political responses, for example in adapting to climate change 

impacts. 

 

In bringing the ecological paradigm to the forefront of the policy development agenda, 

political ideologies are needed that can facilitate such change. The review of key 

political ideologies indicates that all address only certain aspects of socio-ecological 

problems. Conservatism clearly signals the continuance of the status quo and elitist 
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agendas, which are well out of kilter with the ecological paradigm. As political 

ideologies play an important role in policy formulation, a key aspect of policy 

formulation is to identify and then shift towards political ideologies that have capacity 

to adequately consider environmental concerns (Harding et al., 2009).  

 

 Liberalism to some extent mirrors conservatism in its emphasis on utilitarianism, 

resulting in continued over-exploitation of limited resources. At the same time, 

liberalism encourages positive freedom, which can enhance, for example, the capacity 

of communities to adapt to climate change. Nevertheless, liberalism can also allow 

market forces to dominate policy, limiting its usefulness as a basis of environmental 

policy.  

 

Marxism, in viewing nature solely as a resource to be used productively in the 

economic developmental process, aligns with the dominant social paradigm and the 

strong anthropocentric viewpoint. Both neo-Marxism and eco-Marxism persistently 

seek sustained economic growth over indeterminate periods. This means that the 

social ills of such development can be rectified, in the case of the former through 

better distribution of its benefits and, in the case of the latter through improved 

resource conservatism. In a similar vein, eco-socialism proposes to push back 

ecological limits through improved technologies and managerial practices.  

 

The ecological paradigms—which reject (a) anthropocentric value positions and (b) 

the idea that technical solutions and better management alone can provide solutions 

for the existing crises—appear to be a more appropriate foundation for environmental 

policy. Ecologism challenges the foundations of the dominant paradigm and seeks to 

replace policy positions that strive to sustain the status quo with positions that can 

initiate radical or transformative change, and take into consideration both (or 

interrelated) social and ecological issues. Thus, it appears that of the main political 

ideologies discussed; only ecologism proposes changes in policy positions that address 

limits to growth imposed by natural systems. In taking into account complexity, 

uncertainty and limits imposed by nature, ecologism appears to be better equipped to 

lead to polices that bring about significant change, as required for climate change 

adaptation policy.  
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     Sustainability pathways  

Introduction 

In Chapter 2, which identified major environmental paradigms and ideologies that 

inform the framing of environmental policy, I identified the need to shift away from 

the anthropocentric dominant paradigm towards a more ecocentric paradigm. It was 

argued that it is only through policy positions that are supported by ecocentrism and 

ecologism that policy problems associated with complex socio-ecological systems can 

be adequately addressed. In fleshing out this argument, I now turn to investigate 

literature on sustainable development and sustainability.  

 

In reviewing the concept of sustainable development, I first explore the historical 

context of the sustainable development paradigm. This is followed by a discussion of 

its strengths and weaknesses. Next, I look at the concept of sustainability, which 

emerged in response to the flaws of sustainable development. Here, sustainable 

development is positioned at the weak end of the ‘weak to strong’ sustainability 

continuum. Weak sustainability is discussed in relation to its main traits of 

cornucopianism and substitutability. Strong sustainability is then explored with special 

attention given to ‘socio-ecological sustainability’, which I argue is better suited for 

developing countries such as Sri Lanka, which have profound social problems such as 

poverty in conjunction with significant environmental degradation.  

 

Finally, I advance the key prerequisites for sustainability transitions—namely, a strong 

consideration for complementary relationships between nature and societies, a focus 

on alternative developmental pathways, a need for social justice and appropriate 

institutions to best facilitate sustainability transitions. These all work into policy 

development for climate change adaptation.   
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Sustainable development  

Historical context of sustainable development 

Thomas Robert Malthus’s population theory of the late 1790s emerged at a time when 

the impacts of industrialisation were starting to become more and more visible. 

Malthus alleged that all environmental miseries were due to the exponential growth of 

the population where such growth is not supported by a parallel growth in available 

resources. This thesis drew attention to limits imposed by nature (Mebratu, 1998).  

Nearly two centuries later, the Limits to Growth thesis of the Club of Rome emerged, 

which argued for a ‘global overshoot, or a resource use beyond the carrying capacity 

of the planet’ (Meadows et al., 1972: 34).  

 

But the Limits to growth argument, while a prominent text for change, was only one 

of many voices clamouring for change in the 1960s and 1970s. It coincided with the 

emergence of the environmental movement worldwide, which was pressuring for less 

pollution, amongst many other environmental issues that had become only too 

noticeable. As a policy response, the first global environmental conference, the United 

Nations Conference on the Human Environment, was held in 1972 in Stockholm 

under the auspices of the United Nations General Assembly. As its name implied, the 

conference took a strong anthropocentric approach, which was not surprising given 

that concern for the environment was only then being placed more prominently on the 

political agenda. As such, the tone was conservationist in claiming that ‘environmental 

problems were generally related to ad-hoc industrialization and poor technological 

development’. Primarily, the conservation movement was about conserving resources 

for human welfare and industry, not for any intrinsic value of nature (Dobson, 1990). 

 

The Stockholm Conference led to several outcomes including the ‘Declaration on 

Human Environment’ which propounded 26 principles on environment and 

development. Also resulting were the ‘Action Plan for Human Environment’ and the 

‘Resolution on Institutional and Financial Arrangements and the United Nations 

Environment Programme’ (UNEP). On the implementation side, a major outcome of 

the Stockholm Conference was worldwide acceptance of environmental impact 

assessment as an environmental management tool (Mebratu, 1998). Soon thereafter, in 
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1980, the ‘World Conservation Strategy’ was launched by the International Union for 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and UNEP; the underlying emphasis of this strategy 

was on conservation of the environment and its resources (McCormick, 1986).  

 

More than 10 years after the Stockholm Conference, in 1983, United Nations General 

Assembly resolution 38/161 established a special commission: the World Commission 

of Environment and Development (WCED). Headed by the Danish prime minister Gro 

Harlem Brundtland, its aim was to determine how to achieve sustained development, 

and especially to suggest how environmental and social concerns might be integrated 

with economic ones (WCED, 1987).  

 

In 1987, the Brundtland Report, the key outcome of the WCED, elaborated on the 

concept of ‘sustainable development’ (SD). However, reflecting the bias of the actors 

involved, the report marginalised the concern for limits to growth, which threatened 

business and capitalist financial systems that dominated the international political 

system. The report instead argued that environmental limits could be overcome if 

development was better managed, especially through economic growth (Lélé, 1991). 

The report advocated economic growth, technology, trade liberalisation and free 

markets as the best ways to reduce poverty, as well as for developed countries to 

achieve their own aspirations. Notably, there was an under-emphasis on the social 

dimensions of SD (for example, see Eckersley, 2004; Howes, 2005).  

 

Following the Brundtland Report and the subsequent Rio Earth Summit of 1992, 

where Agenda 21 was adopted, most nations embraced SD.7 Consequently, nations to 

varying degrees, dependent on political will and resources, have implemented 

measures at the national level to achieve SD. These include the establishment and 

strengthening of environmental agencies, policies, laws, incentives and other strategies 

such as noise abatement and pollution control standards; land and water management 

guidelines; as well as voluntary tools such as environmental management systems (for 

example, Howes, 2005; Kjaerheim, 2005; Fitzpatrick & Sinclair, 2009). 

 

                                                 
7  Agenda 21 is considered as the blue-print for operationalising sustainable development. It is an 

agenda of reform for the 21st century. Agenda 21 was adopted in 1992 at the Rio Conference or 

‘Earth Summit’ on Environment and Development, and was later ratified by 178 countries (Steurer, 

2009).  
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Such practices have led to conservation of resources, and in some countries, especially 

rich ones, fewer environmental and social impacts due to developmental activities. 

Otherwise, pollution and many other environmental problems have kept increasing 

globally, in both developed and developing countries (Worldwatch Institute, 2010). 

Above all, greenhouse gas emissions have kept increasing steadily and the resulting 

anthropogenic climate change is now threatening to make those who are already 

vulnerable more so (IPCC, 2007), inviting closer scrutiny of the discourse of SD, so 

ardently followed by countries all over the world.  

Strengths and weaknesses of sustainable development 

Being a normative and metaphysical concept that addresses environmental and 

economic concerns, SD is largely accepted by the global community, despite the 

ambivalence about what it means (Daly, 1990). This ambivalence has led to much 

debate at the practical level about how to formulate and implement SD, and in many 

cases has led to policy inertia and confusion (Dobson, 1999). The focus of SD on 

economic growth, its elite-driven nature, and its technocentrism are other traits that are 

also criticised.  

Definitional ambivalence  

As a grand discourse for both developed and developing countries, SD promises 

‘everything for everyone’. Typically, to business organisations SD poses sustained 

economic gains; to environmentalists, sustained and enhanced environmental 

protection. For developing country governments there is also the promise of more 

equity among countries in relation to a global redistribution of resources for 

development, so environmental protection can be better managed (Yanarella & 

Levine, 1992). Alternatively, the concern of local resource managers being about the 

lack of equality in resources within nations, the concept of SD becomes a promise of 

resource redistribution at local or national levels, rather than the global level (Redclift, 

1992). The open-endedness of the concept of SD thus implies a range of meanings, 

and this is what has enabled its global acceptance and political success. However, by 

holding too many meanings, the concept of SD loses any specific meaning (Ott, 2003; 
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Conelly, 2007).8 This also makes it difficult to develop any measurable criteria or 

standards about the achievements of SD. Such weaknesses of SD have contributed to 

its failures of implementation. 

 

Intra-generational and inter-generational equity are other controversial issues 

associated with SD. In arguing for intra-generational equity, Pezzey (2004) posits that 

SD is about sustaining an improvement in the quality of life, rather than merely 

sustaining the existence of life, or achieving economic growth. Pezzey’s comments 

reflect those of the Brundtland report ‘Our Common Future’, which contrasted ‘mere 

existence of life’ against ‘high quality life’ in starkly comparing the standard of living 

of people in industrialised and developing countries (WCED, 1987), thus implicitly 

advocating materialism and consumerism.  

 

This raises the question of what level and type of aspirations should be held to realise 

equitable global SD—a question that poses difficult political paradoxes. For example, 

is one’s aspiration to own a fuel guzzling SUV as reasonable as another’s to provide 

his family with two square meals per day? On the broader level, should governments, 

for example, aspire to provide poor rural communities with fifty schools with basic 

facilities or provide one state-of-the-art school to meet the demands of the urban 

affluent?  

 

Inter-generational equity is also fraught with impasse. According to the Brundtland 

Report, sustainable development is ‘development that meets the needs of the present 

generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs’ (WCED 1987: 43). But it is not clear what needs of future generations will 

have to be met and at what level; for example, what might increasing Green House 

Gasses and changing climatic conditions mean in this regard? What about the 

resources needed: How might they be developed or accessed? This raises a second key 

characteristic of SD, its emphasis on economic growth. 

                                                 
8  When a certain term can be used to imply a number of things, it has the characteristic called 

‘extension’. A term that has the characteristic of extension, loses much of its powers in ‘intension’ 

or having a specific meaning (Ott, 2003:59) 



42 

 

Focus on unlimited economic growth 

The concept of sustainable development is founded on the policy position that all 

social and environmental problems of the world are due to the lack of economic 

development (Shafer, 2006). As mentioned above, the main concern of SD is not only 

achieving a better economy, but also sustaining continued, unlimited economic 

growth, by extension enabling inter- and intra-generational equity (Redclift, 1992). 

The paradigm of SD then calls for ongoing and accelerated industrial development. 

Whether SD is adopted by market or planned economies, with emphasis on economic 

growth, environmental protection can only be secondary. Conversely, social and 

ecological problems that might crop up through such development are to be corrected 

mainly through larger capital input and market mechanisms, as well as technological 

fix approaches, as indicated by the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (1987):  

 

If large parts of the developing world are to avert economic, social, and 

environmental catastrophes, it is essential that global economic growth be 

revitalised. In practical terms, this means more rapid economic growth in 

both industrial and developing countries, freer market access for the products 

of developing countries, lower interest rates, greater technological transfer, 

and significantly larger capital flows, both concessional and commercial 

(WCED, 1987:133).  

 

This reflects the overall theme that underpins the ‘Our Common Future’ report; its call 

for developing countries to boost their economies, so as to be on par with developed 

countries’ standards of living. Illustrating this, the report further states:  

 

Far from requiring the cessation of economic growth, it [sustainable 

development] recognizes that the problems of poverty and underdevelopment 

cannot be solved unless we have a new era of growth in which developing 

countries play a large role and reap large benefits (WCED, 1987: 84).  

 

By setting up industrialised countries with high consumption life styles as models for 

increasing utility, which is depicted as the cornerstone of SD, the Brundtland Report 
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implies that developing countries should pursue lifestyles that mirror those followed 

by neoliberal, market driven economies of the first world.  

 

Criticising this orientation of SD, Pezzey (1992: 352) claims that it can cause ‘cultural 

pollution’ among communities with lifestyles and economies embedded in natural 

systems. Cultural pollution drives communities who ‘co-exist’ with natural resource 

based socio-ecosystems to compete with an alien ‘reference group’ whose highly 

consumerist and materialistic lifestyles are not sustainable. After the basic survival 

needs of communities are served, individual communities or nations then begin to 

compare their lifestyles with those of their ‘neighbours’ or another reference group. In 

this comparison, communities can easily become influenced to be satisfied only when 

they can surpass the living standards of the reference group (Easterlin, 1995). This 

gives rise to a ‘vicious’ cycle, as satisfaction depends on the relative position of 

material wealth rather than on fulfilling any specific need.  

 

Historically, Rostow’s five-stage developmental theory9 has provided the blue-print 

for economic growth development. In spite of increasing evidence of ecological 

degradation resulting from unlimited economic growth, the limits imposed by the 

availability of natural resources are marginalised by many economic growth theorists 

(Worldwatch Institute, 2010). Their argument is that sustained economic growth will 

generate the development and financial resources needed to adequately protect the 

environment (Solow, 1986; Roberts, 2003). But, as unfettered economic growth is a 

primary reason for degradation in the first place, this seems an illogical argument. 

                                                 
9 According to this theory, traditional (‘backward’) societies are ready to ‘take off’ when they have 

access to external sources of raw material and technology with which they can start producing primary 

goods, which can produce a surplus to trade. This leads to the stage of ‘take off’, where production of 

secondary goods takes precedence over the production of primary goods. These, in turn, led to stage 

three, which involves rapid growth in a number of sectors and establishment of institutions to support 

growth. This is followed by the stage called ‘drive to maturity’, charaterised by an explosion of 

transport infrastructure and other social infrastructure developments.  

 

The fifth and final stage is ‘maturity’ where the economy becomes predominantly industrial, and the 

community become productive consumers of upmarket products and have excess money to spend on 

needs other than basic ones (Rostow, 1959). At this stage, however, to fuel growth, considerable 

depletion of natural resources is expected and hence, new resource bases will need to be exploited, 

which can easily lead to resource scarcity and environmental degradation. Another weakness is that 

Rostow’s approach to development looks only at social welfare and quality of life at the final stage or 

the stage of ‘post maturity’. Ecosystems and the poor are simply expected to contribute to mass 

production, enabling economic growth of a few and the hope for some trickling down of wealth to the 

masses (Rostow, 1959). 
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Environmental protection has never been able to catch up when economic growth was 

the counter argument for this (see Doyle, 1998).  

 

The strong anthropocentric tradition of sustainable development follows the Cartesian 

thought that human beings are a largely separable component of nature (Munasinghe, 

2000; Fergus & Rowney, 2005). According to this line of thought, society is seen not 

so much as a part of nature, but as standing outside it (see Fergus & Rowney, 2005: 

21), as indicated in Figure 3.1. Thus, SD is more about dominating nature and its 

resources, than working within it, contrary to what an ecocentrist approach would 

advocate (Shafer, 2006; Dunlap, 2008). 

 

Figure 3.1  Sustainable development 

Source: Munasinghe (1993: 2) 

Such reductionism and fragmentation allows the role of nature or ecosystems to be 

understood only as a tool or a fundamental requirement for resource use. This attitude 

reinforces the view of Lowe (2002) that the SD concept as it is now understood and 

practised, always encourages economic development to loom over and above 

environmental and social issues, and that there is little opportunity for their integration 
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(see also Meadows et al., 1972; Bossel, 1998; Dovers, 2005; Townsend, 2009). As 

such, Lowe argues the futility of any attempt to integrate society, the environment and 

economic growth through the sustainable development concept.  

 

In acknowledging the problematic nature of Cartesian thought, Lélé (1991) argues that 

overemphasis on economic growth has further alienated human beings from nature. 

This alienation, together with materialism, has allowed unhindered and increasing 

exploitation of the environment and thus its degradation of natural stocks and flows.10 

This is, of course, symptomatic of human exceptionalism (Catton & Dunlap, 1980), 

which is grounded in the strong anthropocentric view. In this way, again, sustainable 

development views ecosystems mainly as environmental ‘service factories’ that need 

some protection, but only as required for furthering economic growth (Norton & 

Toman, 1997: 556). Therefore, and not surprisingly, groups which glean economic 

profits from global free market expansion and exploitation of common pool 

resources—that is, the transnational corporate business, investment and financial elites 

embedded in economic growth—are strong advocates of SD. 

The elite-driven nature  

Policy elites largely decide the objectives and formulation of developmental policy 

(Lélé, 1991; Meadowcroft, 1997; Greenwood & Holt, 2010), and in following the 

Western development model have become increasingly aligned to free market forces 

where continued economic growth is pursued (Doyle, 1998; Eckersley, 2004). Market 

forces are seen as the best means to regulate scarce natural resources and manage 

environmental stocks and flows. In such top-down neoliberalism driven approaches, 

any arguments for equitable distribution of the benefits of economic growth are little 

acknowledged (Alderson & Nielsen, 1999; Adger, 2006; Ford, Pearce, Duerden, 

Furgal & Smit, 2010). 

 

As such, critical theorists and researchers, informed by dependency, 

underdevelopment or world-systems theory and experiences, argue that developing or 

                                                 
10   Certain natural stocks are depleted through human activities and such degradation of stocks lead to 

diminishing the flows that are required to support socio-ecosystems (Wackernagel and Rees, 

1997). Watersheds, for example, are underpriced stocks whose flows or services are 

heavily used for the economy (Hartwick, 1990:292).    
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peripheral countries are steered not towards self-reliant sustainability, but towards 

dependency on the financial ‘benefits’ and systems offered by ‘core’ industrial 

countries (Clark, 2008). The outcome has been high third world debt dependency, 

where enormous debts and interest divert scarce financial resources away from 

initiatives that seek to develop sound environmental and social policies (for example, 

George & Sabelli, 1994; Clark, 2008). The outcome is that poor developing countries 

find it difficult to develop; rather, they remain vulnerable, which is of serious concern 

in the face of climate change, as well as in relation to the ongoing and interrelated 

issues of equity, poverty and environmental degradation. 

Technocentrism 

The WCED (1987: 89) claims that ‘accumulation of knowledge and the development 

of technology can enhance the carrying capacity of the resource base and its demand 

for substitutes for natural resources’. This makes it clear that SD advocates human 

skills and technologies to take a leading role in addressing economic and 

environmental issues for sustained growth (Redclift, 1992; Yanarella & Levine, 1992), 

as well as resolving social problems (Dobson, 1990; Topfer, 1997; Kemp, Loorbach & 

Rotmans, 2007).  

 

To contain and address environmental problems, technology transfer from developed 

states to developing countries was a major recommendation of the Brundtland 

Commission (WCED, 1988). Theorists of ecological modernisation, which also 

appears to underpin SD—especially the weak form of ecological modernisation—bank 

on technological pathways to eliminate environmental and social problems (for 

example, Mol & Sonnenfield, 2000; Angel & Rock, 2009). With the West leading 

technological development, Western technologies have subsequently been integrated 

into developing countries' development polices, including cleaner production and 

strengthening environmental standards for industry. The goal is to enhance 

environmental performance and social responsibility, and to improve market 

acceptance (Dryzek & Schlosberg, 2005).  

 

However, it is evident that this so-called Prometheanism or primary dependence on the 

‘technological’ solution by itself simply represents a ‘patch up’ solution or fix-all 
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approach, which often creates more problems (Dryzek, 1996; Owen & Unwin, 1997). 

For example, resorting to technologically driven solutions (such as short-term carbon 

capture and storage) allows industries to continue releasing greenhouse gasses, thus 

entrenching or locking-in existing fossil-fuel based developmental regimes (Gutes, 

1996) and exacerbating the problems of climate change. Such dependence on 

technological responses that provide short-term solutions can be considered only as a 

temporal displacement of the problem to the future (Christoff, 1996). This contradicts 

the inter-generational equity principle of SD, exposing another weakness of the SD 

approach.  

 

In considering all the above, it is clear that the still dominant concept of technology 

transfer and dependent developmental pathways has little chance of reducing present 

levels of resource consumption. Rather, in supporting economic growth, they attempt 

to increase production and consumption at the expense of equity, environment and 

society (Hamilton, 1995; Fergus & Rowney, 2005). The result is almost like a 

runaway train of environmental destruction, as decades of State of the World Reports 

by the Worldwide Institute attest. For example, the 2012 report states: 

 

In 1992, governments at the Rio Earth Summit made a historic commitment 

to sustainable development—an economic system that promotes the health of 

both people and ecosystems. Twenty years and several summits later, human 

civilization has never been closer to ecological collapse, a third of humanity 

lives in poverty, and another two billion people are projected to join the 

human race over the next 40 years. How will we move toward sustainable 

prosperity equitably shared among all even as our cities strain to provide 

decent jobs, housing, transportation, and social services, and as our ecological 

systems decline?11 

 

That reinforces the concept of 'sustained growth' advocated by the SD as an 

oxymoron, given the limited nature of both non-renewable and renewable resources 

(Daly, 1990; Redclift, 1992). It is clear that SD represents a flawed technocentric and 

managerial, expert-driven approach with an in-built bias towards unfettered economic 

                                                 
11  See: http://www.worldwatch.org/bookstore/state-of-the-world 

http://www.worldwatch.org/bookstore/state-of-the-world


48 

 

growth, which depends on unsustainable production and consumption patterns 

(Assadourian, 2010).  

 

Jänicke (2008) cautions against the limitations of SD by pointing out that intended 

environmental improvements through incremental measures such as eco-efficiency 

can be futile, if these measures remain incremental or below actual economic growth 

rates. Steadily increasing levels of greenhouse gas emissions clearly indicate the 

failure of the incumbent SD pathway and, therefore, an alternative is needed. 

Accordingly, it is argued that at critical times in human history—such as the present as 

characterised by its anthropogenic climate change—new transformative 

political/policy interventions or developmental pathways are called for (O’Riordan, 

2009; Meadowcroft, 2009).  

Sustainability 

From the growing criticisms of SD, the notion of sustainability that advocates the 

‘steady state economy’ has emerged (for example, Daly 2009a). From the late 1990s, 

ongoing debates about SD have articulated a continuum of ‘weak’ to ‘strong’ 

sustainability, informed by multiple forms from ‘very weak’ to ‘absurdly strong’ 

sustainability (for example, Dovers 2005; Assadourian, 2010; Nilsen, 2010). A 

‘moderate’ position can also be discerned that entails elements of both weak and 

strong. 

Weak sustainability 

The sustainable development concept is seen as a weak form of sustainability, mainly 

because it does not address the steadily worsening and interconnected environmental 

and social issues of development. Weak sustainability considers the natural capital 

important only for its instrumental uses; while it has an interest in protecting 

ecosystems, it maintains these interests only as long as there are no economic 

priorities that require their exploitation (Norton, Constanza & Bishop, 1998). As such, 

the priority of weak sustainability remains on unfettered economic development with a 

general disregard of the notion of limits to growth. That is, continued growth for 
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business and mass consumerism is upheld through notions of cornucopianism and 

substitutability. 

Cornucopianism 

According to weak sustainability, the natural capital cannot be depleted in any 

significant way as long as technology and human capacity is capable of better 

extracting, appropriating or modifying it (Franceschi & Kahn, 2003; Sartorius, 2006). 

Since humankind is fast developing advanced technologies and innovative products, 

the potential to harness natural resources is claimed to be indefinite (Simon, 1981:40). 

Though the availability of a certain resource on Earth may be limited, innovative 

technologies have the potential to find and maximise its use. Alternatively, the 

resource base could be replenished to serve longer periods of time through human 

ingenuity (Solow, 1986; Gutes, 1996). 

 

The weak sustainability approach, also known in Europe as weak ecological 

modernisation, focuses on science and technology, and policy aiming to engender 

fewer environmental impacts, less pollution, and more efficient use of resources. As a 

result, recycling, renewable energy, noise abatement, energy conservation, and 

industrial ecology approaches are key features of post-industrialisation—all still 

largely controlled by elites and technocrats despite the contemporary rise of 

democratic citizen movements and trends towards partnership approaches (York & 

Rosa, 2003; Howes, 2005; Biswas, 2012).  

Substitutability 

According to Solow (1991), the major objective of weak sustainability is to maintain 

‘non-declining levels’ of human wellbeing. That is, per capita consumption of 

resources between generations needs to remain constant. To enable non-declining 

levels of wellbeing, future generations should be allowed the same capital or ‘means 

of production’ that are enjoyed today. However, according to Solow (1991), this 

transfer of the natural capital from one generation to another need not necessarily be in 

the same form. If the present generation degrades or utilises the natural capital in their 

endeavours to ‘develop’, weak sustainability is enabled if the same amount of artificial 
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or human capital is produced to be transferred for the future generations (Ott, 2003). 

This is a key role and promise of technological innovation.  

 

Even minimal sustenance of human life requires utilisation or depletion of natural 

reserves (Pezzey, 1992). In such circumstances, Hartwick’s rule attempts to ensure 

inter-generational equity by advocating the collection of rent from the depleting 

natural resource, and investing it in developing new forms of resources for the 

future.12 For example, Goodland & Daly (1996: 1006) and Ott (2003:64) use 

Hartwick’s rule in advocating the investment of receipts from depleting oil reserves in 

the development of new energy supplies for future generations. 

 

Thus weak sustainability seeks to maintain the status quo; only incremental 

adjustments are made through existing policy processes and institutional structures, 

which focus on largely expert oriented technical approaches that address the 

symptoms more than the causes of environmental problems (Janicke, 2008; Zaccai, 

2012). Systemic changes are rarely considered and existing expert knowledge and 

disciplinary systems remain dominant. It is up to experts to decide whether natural 

resource utilisation can proceed or even increase, with the caveat that an equal amount 

of human capital can be generated to substitute depleted natural resources (Sartorius, 

2006).  

 

However, unlimited substitutability of services and functions of ecosystems is 

impossible, even if humanity ever learns or fully comprehends all ecosystem services 

and functions (Ott, 2003). All this makes it evident that by significantly depleting 

natural resources and degrading ecosystem services, unfettered economic growth itself 

would be thwarted (Daily & Ehrlich, 1992).This points to the need for a stronger form 

of sustainability. 

                                                 
12  According to Hartwick’s Rule, when the accumulation of man-made capital exactly compensates in 

value for the resource depletion, then consumption remains constant at the maximum sustainable 

level (Withagen and Asheim, 1998:160) 
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Strong sustainability 

To address the failures of sustainable development and weak sustainability, variants of 

so-called ‘strong sustainability’ have emerged. The strongest forms of sustainability 

seek dramatic alterations to patterns of production and consumption, recognising these 

to be the root cause of current environmental degradation (Hediger, 1999). They 

support zero growth—also referred to as a state of constant capital—because it is 

believed that ‘Earth systems’ cannot afford to decrease their stock of natural capital 

any further (Ott, 2003; Harding et al., 2009).  

 

In accepting the limits to resource availability, strong sustainability rejects 

utilitarianism and the search for more and more comforts (Assadourian, 2010). 

Contrary to the objectives of SD or weak sustainability, the objective of strong 

sustainability is neither to maximise human utility nor to maintain non-declining 

levels of human utility. Rather, strong sustainability strives for low or non-

consumerist societies, which do not over-emphasise rapid production and consumption 

(Ross, 2009). In place of economic growth, self-sufficiency and heightened social 

wellbeing are sought in terms of freedom to have options such as good health, security 

and education (Williams & Millington, 2004; Deb, 2006).  

 

Having a strong regard for limitations imposed by the carrying capacity of 

ecosystems, variants of the stronger forms of sustainability attempt to understand how 

‘socio-ecological sustainability’ could be achieved within ecological limits (Getzner, 

1999). Socio-ecological sustainability represents a systems approach in sustaining 

society and the environment. Economic growth is simply an outcome of this process, 

and not a necessarily the sole overriding goal. This is contrary to the philosophy of 

weak sustainability or sustainable development, where economic growth is the goal 

and main objective (Cannon & Muller-Mahn, 2010).  

 

Socio-ecological sustainability advocates sustaining the economy through natural 

capital passing from one generation to another in much the same form (Harding et al., 

2009). Substitution of natural capital with man-made capital is seen as unacceptable or 

not desirable, as natural capital has its own intrinsic value, and is the key to the 

sustenance of life as a whole (Dobson, 1996). Through this position, socio-ecological 
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sustainability regards humans, non-humans and eco-systems as essential parts of one 

socio-ecological ‘web’ (Dovers & Handmer, 1992). Socio-ecological sustainability 

adopts a systems approach, where society and economy are viewed as ‘nested 

subsystems’ within an overall ecological system (for example, Capra, 1997), as 

depicted in Figure 3.2 below.  

 

Figure 3.2 Economic development and socio-ecological system 

Source: Based on Fischer, Manning, Steffen, Rose, Daniell, Felton, et al.,  

(2007: 622) 

In summary, the concept of socio-ecological sustainability appears to be based on the 

ecological paradigm, supported by ecocentric viewpoints and ecologism driven 

political ideologies, explored in Chapter 2. Consequently, socio-ecological 

sustainability appears to provide a suitable foundation for an appropriate climate 

change policy for Sri Lanka. 

Transitioning to socio-ecological sustainability 

Sustainability transitioning is the process by which the existing unsustainable regime 

changes or shifts to a new regime characterised by socio-ecological sustainability 

(Bossel, 1998; Tukker, 2005; Foxon, Reed, & Stringer, 2009; Geels, 2010). Hediger, 

(2000) and Meadowcroft, (2009) argue that major structural changes, or sustainability 

transitions, require not just marginal or incremental policy changes (also Hall, 1993). 

An illustrative case is that of a policy designed to keep water bodies clean, which has 

Ecological system 
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Economy 
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the goal of controlling water pollution caused by industrial toxic waste effluents. In 

the case of first-order or incremental policy change, the initial policy goal remains the 

same and the change occurs in the level at which the policy instrument operates. That 

is, if the policy instrument used to prevent toxic waste entering the water body is a 

load-based fine, then the new policy will simply increase the fine levied for polluting.  

 

In an effort for improvement, a second-order policy change might include a new 

policy instrument. Here the policy goal remains unaltered while the policy instrument 

changes; for example, industries are required to establish certain types of wastewater 

treatment plants to control the pollutants released. Sustainability transitions, or third-

order policy change, demands that the policy goal itself be changed from pollution 

control to pollution prevention. For example, the new policy will now ban the use of 

the toxic substance in the industrial process, forcing the industry to seek alternative 

raw materials, products and/or processes that are less harmful to the environment 

(Hall, 1993).  

 

Transitions, however, are often resisted by existing institutional structures and can be 

extremely difficult to implement, as they lead to significant changes to the status quo 

(Kates, Neil & Paul, 2001; Berkhout, Angel & Wieczorek, 2009; Nicholson-Cole & 

O’Riordan, 2009). Rigid policies and policy objectives are geared to protect the status 

quo and to maintain the existing unsustainable system, even when it is clear that 

changes are overdue. Rigid policies thus resist innovations or changes that can enable 

system transition (Olsson, Bodin & Folke, 2010) and allow only first- or second-order 

change.  

 

To overcome resistance to change, sustainability transitions require changes in 

paradigms, viewpoints and policy positions (O’Riordan, 2009). For example, strong 

appreciation is needed of the complementary relationships between environment and 

society as well as about alternative developmental pathways (Folke et al., 2005). This 

requires actors from a multiplicity of sectors and levels to be engaged in such 

transitions (Elzen et al., 2004). Such collaborative approaches can enable social justice 

within socio-ecological systems and require facilitative institutions (Devkota, 2005; 

Nilsen, 2010; Westley, Olsson, Folke, Homer-Dixon, Vredenburg & Loorbach, 2011). 

Sustainability transitions can be achieved only through flexible policies and third-



54 

 

order policy learning enabled through experimentation (Elzen & Wieczorek, 2005; 

Berkhout, Verbong, Wieczorek, Raven, Lebel & Bai, 2010). 

Complementary relationships between environment and society 

According to Williams and Millington (2004), sustainability transitions displace 

individualistic, atomistic or mechanistic conceptualisations of social and ecological 

systems. Rather, sustainability transitions take account of the complementary 

relationship between environment and society, in contrast to weak sustainability 

approaches (Dobson, 1999; Hjerpe & Linne, 2009). Transitions need to be based on 

‘holistic’ systems approaches that show concern for human beings and their social and 

economic activities as embedded within ecosystems, as indicated in Figure 3.3 (Capra, 

Spretnak & Lutz, 1984; Olsson et al., 2010).  In this manner, working within 

ecosystems, sustainability transitions seek socio-ecological sustainability.  

 

According to Dietz, Rosa & York (2009), the wellbeing of communities needs to be 

improved directly, as against indirectly through the pursuit of affluence. Although 

wellbeing is still an elusive concept, it can be seen to consist of a number of states 

such as social capital, health, security, and freedom from physical and emotional stress 

(Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2005, Natoli & Zuhair, 2010). Economic development can 

partially improve the wellbeing of citizens of low-income countries, but affluence 

driven wellbeing cannot be sustained (Dietz et al., 2009). This is because beyond the 

point of achieving basic needs, happiness depends on relative income or being richer 

than a reference group, as indicated above (Daly, 2009b).  

 

This vicious cycle of affluence, can be broken only through a paradigm shift away 

from values and ontological positions that support materialist, consumerist mindsets. 

Such severance from the DP can enable communities to seek positive forms of 

freedom, as mentioned in Chapter 2 (Heywood, 1999; Nilsen, 2010). This, in turn, 

calls for a paradigm shift in policy to socially purposeful and environmentally 

protective system development (O’Riordan, 2009; Dunlap, 2008). Such developmental 

pathways, however, are not so demanding of investment, assistance, technology and 

expertise from developed countries, and this can help low-income countries to seek 
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alternative developmental pathways (Berkhout, Hertin & Gann, 2006; Berkhout et al., 

2009).  

 

Alternative developmental pathways for sustainability need not be resource intensive 

or dependent on large capital and technological input (Carruthers, 2001; Berkhout et 

al., 2010). To succeed, they need active engagement of communities at the grassroots 

level to ensure, among other things, the equitable distribution of benefits of growth. 

Again, such alternative developmental pathways do not demand neoliberal economic 

models that open up countries to market forces, and therefore reduce dependency 

(Castro, 2004; Hossain, Kathuria & Islam, 2010). Alternative developmental pathways 

are context-, location- and resource-specific. Therefore, at the local level, communities 

themselves need to consider which developmental pathways would most appropriately 

suit them, and their decisions accepted as key policy inputs.  

 

Social justice, one of the main requirements of socio-ecological sustainability, 

presupposes equitable resource distribution, rather than trickling down of benefits 

resulting from growth (Connelly, 2007). However, neoliberal economic growth, or the 

DP, which itself is a process that depends on inequities, will inevitably display 

entrenched resistance to the pursuit of equity (Padilla, 2002). Social justice demands 

that economic, social and ecological benefits should be available to all, not only to 

those who can pay. It also attempts to relieve burdens of those who cannot afford to 

pay for basic needs and who as a consequence are unable to address or take adequate 

responsibility for socio-ecological risks and burdens; for example those that are 

expected to arise through climate change (Munasinghe, 2000; Eckersley, 2004). Thus, 

distributional justice is a characteristic of a socio-ecological sustainability, in which 

burdens and benefits are equally shared (Thomas & Twyman, 2005).  

 

Equitable distribution of resources, however, is not possible if there is selective 

exclusion of individuals and communities from decision making processes. This calls 

for social inclusiveness to be enabled within and between communities at different 

levels. In other words, in aspiring for social justice and in attempting to do away with 

resistance to equity, procedural justice is essential, whereby the decision making 

process takes account of viewpoints of all stakeholders (Paavola & Adger, 2006; 



56 

 

Oughton, 2008). Further, procedural justice is achieved if policy decisions are arrived 

at through open, fair and transparent participatory processes (Miller, 1999). 

 

Appropriate institutional environments are required to facilitate both distributive 

justice and procedural justice (Meppem & Gill, 1998). Institutions are shaped by 

internal and external influences. They actively respond to their institutional 

environment through interpreting, changing and evolving (Suddaby, 2010). Internal 

influences such as institutional rules, different belief systems held by the leadership 

and policy communities, as well as external influences such as laws, state politics, 

availability of resources and even global norms, play a major role in formulating 

institutional environments.  

 

Certain institutions enmeshed within the dominant paradigm seek to maximise social 

and economic benefits, but might not be compatible with socio-ecological 

sustainability (Seghezzo, 2009; Assadourian, 2010). This point is proven when 

institutions and policy actors attempt to create social justice through furthering 

economic growth (Arndt, 1983; Connelly, 2007). Typically, corporate driven growth 

paradigms and modernised production patterns can lead to ecological degradation, 

creating winners and losers (Beck, 1986: 35). The winners are usually from the 

corporate sector and social elites, while losers are the communities who are already 

vulnerable. Therefore, sustainable-oriented institutions need to be geared not to enrich 

the privileged through inequity (Harris, 2003: 147; Brulle & Pellow, 2005).  

 

Integration of different sectors at a multiplicity of levels is important for socio-

ecological sustainability. For example, economic sectors such as agriculture and 

irrigation consist of knowledge disciplines that are highly specialised and these sectors 

are irrevocably attached to each other. However, these sectors can be artificially and 

adversely separated by institutional boundaries (Adger, Eakin & Winkels, 2008). 

Better social and environmental outcomes can be achieved by integrating these sectors 

and sub-subsectors through effective sectoral coordination and collaboration of a 

plurality of stakeholders (Carter & Hill, 2007; Nilsen, 2010). Transitions to socio-

ecological sustainability therefore call for both formal and informal participatory 

institutions that can best steer processes of transition (see Chapter 5).  
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Conclusion 

In facing challenges imposed by dramatic climate change, Sri Lanka’s national climate 

change adaptation policy must be based upon appropriate and complementary 

developmental and sustainability approaches. This chapter has attempted to determine 

characteristics of the existing developmental approaches as well as those of 

approaches that offer better promise for sustainability. The current sustainable 

development approach appears to be characterised by an elite and technocentric-driven 

system that embraces unfettered economic growth that is too dissociated from the 

ecosystems' social dimensions. As such, it has proven unsuccessful on a worldwide 

scale.  

 

Alternatively, the sustainability transitions approach, focused on socio-ecological 

sustainability, appears to be a more appropriate developmental approach for Sri Lanka. 

For transitions to occur, however, it is essential that policy actors better understand the 

complementary relationships at the interface of the environment and society, which 

highlights the ecological embeddedness of societies, as well as environmental and 

social justice, both spatially and temporally.  

 

In striving for sustainability transitions, a multiplicity of viewpoints is important in 

determining socio-ecologically sound developmental trajectories. Alternative 

developmental trajectories are to be arrived at through transformative changes that 

diverge significantly from the current status quo. In allowing transitions for 

sustainability, flexible policies, social inclusiveness in decision-making and a 

multiplicity of appropriate institutions play a key role.   

 

Once the developmental paradigm on which to base climate change adaptation is 

identified, it becomes necessary to understand what climate change adaptation means 

within the broad knowledge base that is fast developing all over the world.  
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    Climate Change Adaptation  

Introduction 

Formulation of climate change adaptation policy occurs within the climate change 

adaptation policy arena, which is a composite structure comprising a number of 

institutions, working in a diversity of areas, and operating at different levels (Ostrom, 

1999). If this policy arena does not perceive policy problems caused by climate 

change correctly, it cannot identify an appropriate adaptation policy to address the 

problems (Wall & Marzall, 2006).  

 

The two previous chapters positioned this research within a paradigm seeking socio-

ecological sustainability. This chapter aims to determine what sort of climate change 

adaptation policy can be attuned to this framework. Accordingly, Chapter 4 first 

overviews the rise of climate change adaptation as one of the two main responses 

recommended by the United Nations Framework for Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

Secondly, it explores the rationale that underlies the key approaches raised in the 

literature on climate change adaptation: the impacts approach, the vulnerability 

approach, the resilience approach, and the adaptive capacity approach.  

The rise of adaptation 

In addressing climate change, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC), the legal agreement ratified by 194 parties worldwide, identified 

two broad responses. The first response, mitigation of climate change, involves taking 

action to reduce human induced greenhouse gas emissions; for example, by enhancing 

‘sinks’ for carbon dioxide to mitigate global warming and resultant climate change. 

The Kyoto Protocol, the legally binding instrument of the UNFCCC, spells out the 

commitments of Annex I parties to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Annex I 

countries are predominantly developed countries, and Annex B of the UNFCCC 

specifies individual targets for greenhouse gas reduction for these countries. 
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Despite the Kyoto-Protocol-driven efforts, as well as other initiatives of various 

countries, industries and publics, greenhouse gas emissions have not reduced from the 

1990 baseline levels as planned (Schipper, 2006). Indeed, they have increased rather 

than declined (Stern, 2006:4; Ford et al., 2010). Even if future efforts do succeed in 

reducing the emission of greenhouse gasses—a trajectory yet to be observed—climate 

change has already been set in motion due to historical emissions of mainly 

anthropogenic cause (Tompkins & Adger, 2005). Added to this, the failure of the 

Kyoto Protocol to enter into a second commitment period means that adapting to 

climate change becomes a priority that can no longer be neglected (Blühdorn, 2011).  

 

In parallel with increasing emissions, climate change impacts such as extreme events 

or natural disasters in the form of floods and droughts are becoming increasingly 

visible and appear to be more serious than earlier predictions (IPCC, 2007; Ackerman, 

Stanton, Hope & Alberth, 2009; Ball, 2009). Increasing Greenhouse Gas emissions 

also lead to climatic variability, which is no less serious. Climatic variability due to 

climate change refers to variations in climatic parameters such as temperature and 

rainfall, from their long-term mean values (Carlson, 2012). These variations in 

climatic parameters have been significantly changed and altered, apparently due to 

global warming. Climate variability, as well as extreme events, is now inexorably tied 

to, and induced by, anthropogenic climate change. In other words, the boundary 

between anthropogenic climate change and changes of climatic variability due to 

natural causes no longer exists (Hulme, 2010: 269).  

 

Increasing climatic variability and extreme events demand that countries adapt to 

climate change. However, some feel that the UNFCCC needs a stronger focus on 

adaptation. For example, although Adger et al., (2009) are of the view that the 

convention is clear and explicit about the need for adapting to climate change, 

Oppenheimer & Petsonk (2005) criticise Article 2 of the Convention, which spells out 

the objective of the UNFCCC as follows: 

 

The ultimate objective of this Convention and any related legal instruments 

that the Conference of the Parties may adopt is to achieve, in accordance with 

the relevant provisions of the Convention, stabilization of greenhouse gas 

concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous 
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anthropogenic interference with the climate system. Such a level should be 

achieved within a time frame sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally 

to climate change, to ensure that food production is not threatened and to 

enable economic development to proceed in a sustainable manner (UNFCCC, 

1992:4).  

 

Oppenheimer & Petsonk (2005) assert that this statement lacks a clear focus on 

adaptation. 

 

Although Article 2 may appear deficient in this regard, other sections of the UNFCCC 

(1992) —including Sub-articles 4.1 (paras e, f, g and h), 4.4, 4.8, and 3.14 of the 

Kyoto Protocol—specifically and proactively discuss adapting to climate change 

(Barnett & Desai, 2002). In addition, though there is no single article or protocol 

under the UNFCCC specifically for climate change adaptation, the need for adaptation 

was given prominence by the Conference of Parties in Decision 11/CP.1 of 1995.  

 

In 2001, the Marrakesh Accord formalised the need for adaptation policy (Schipper, 

2006). However, it was only after the Third Assessment Report of the IPCC that the 

Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA) of UNFCCC 

adopted a working program for adaptation in 2004 (Decision 1/CP.10 Doc. 

FCCC/CP/2004/10/Add.1). This programme, named the ‘Nairobi work programme on 

impacts, vulnerability and adaptation to climate change’, was launched in 2005. 

Subsequently, programs such as the Bali Action Plan and the Cancun Adaptation 

Framework built on it and gave force to a global adaptation thrust. 

 

While climate change adaptation gradually gained prominence and global recognition, 

uncertainty attached to the substance—as well as the spatial and temporal scales—of 

climate change impacts poses ongoing dilemmas for policy makers (Vincent, 2007; 

Hulme, 2010; McDonald, 2010). One aspect of this uncertainty is how different socio-

ecological systems might be affected. This is further complicated where some systems 

shift to distress through small-scale changes, while others can be resilient to large-

scale changes (McKibbin & Wilcoxen, 2009). Another level of uncertainty is 

associated with the formulation of policy objectives and tools to address complex 

problems.  
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Due to the multi- and inter-disciplinary scope of climate change adaptation, literature 

on it spans a wide range of approaches, from psychological and biophysical adaptation 

to social and economic adaptation. This signals the need for a flexible and broad-based 

policy response. In addressing these issues, policy actors are also faced with the 

dilemma of Giddens’s Paradox, which states:  

 

Since the dangers posed by global warming aren’t tangible, immediate or 

visible in the course of day-to-day life, many will sit on their hands and do 

nothing of a concrete nature about them. Yet waiting until such dangers 

become visible and acute—in the shape of catastrophes that are irrefutably 

the result of climate change—before being stirred to serious action will be too 

late (Giddens, 2011: 98) 

 

So exactly what is climate change adaptation? How might it be defined? In addressing 

these questions, the literature reveals several approaches. 

Approaches to adaptation 

The impacts approach 

The impacts approach views adaptation as a means of avoiding or at most coping with 

adverse conditions, through almost passive or automatic means. Pielke (1998: 159), 

for example, sees adaptation as individual, group or institutional adjustments reflected 

in actions such as the construction of dams and sea walls to mitigate climatic impacts 

of sea level rise, floods and droughts.  

 

This approach involves predominantly reactive strategies, for example, in providing 

food and healthcare for flood victims or portable water for drought stricken 

communities (Folke, et al., 2002). Another reactive measure taken through the impacts 

approach is establishing water retention facilities in flood plains after a disaster strike, 

with the expectation of reducing similar future risks. In the face of increasing climate-

change-related disaster incidents, the impact policy approach has already seen major 

interventions through national and international disaster management initiatives as 
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well as in structural constructions such as sea walls and flood prevention dams 

(Berkes, 2007b).  

The vulnerability approach 

The vulnerability approach attempts to negotiate factors such as exposure to external 

conditions or impacts (Brooks, 2003). For example, a farming community may 

become vulnerable if it is exposed to a drought or flood of a certain intensity (Berkes, 

2007a). Brooks (2003) understands vulnerability as risk or potential for loss, for 

example of built structures and ecosystem services, and concentrates on ‘biophysical 

vulnerability’. This approach places much emphasis on analysis of quantitative data 

and futuristic predictions about future climatic conditions (Desai & Hulme, 2004), 

with weighting put on biophysical instruments such as establishing mangrove barriers 

against sea level rise (Brook, 2003).  

  

According to Berrang-Ford, Ford & Patterson (2011), the majority of the adaptation 

research undertaken worldwide deals with vulnerability assessment. Most of this 

research highlights the developmental perspective, which demands a concerted effort 

in achieving certain economic developmental goals based on the belief that 

vulnerability is a direct outcome of poverty (Wlibanks, 2003; Tompkins & Adger, 

2004; Schipper & Pelling, 2006; Fussel, 2007b). For example, Yohe & Tol (2002) 

argue for increasing levels of income as a means of reducing climate-change-related 

vulnerabilities, claiming that increasing affluence can proportionately reduce the 

vulnerability of communities.  

 

Perceiving climate change problems narrowly through economic perspectives is 

problematic for many commentators (Smit & Spilifosova, 2003; Adger, Brown & 

Tompkins, 2005; Pelling, 2011). These authors contend that there is already much 

evidence that economic development oriented approaches, especially unfettered 

economic growth approaches based on neoliberal market mechanisms, do not enable a 

fair distribution of wealth and resources. Instead, vulnerabilities increase (Adger, 

2006; Cannon & Muller-Mahn, 2010; Ford et al., 2010). Highly problematic in this 

context is where economic development is considered synonymous with ever-

increasing consumerism and materialism, which certainly cannot reduce 
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vulnerabilities but can even, in poor countries, increase them as survival resources are 

diverted to consumerism (Haque, 1999). Overall, economic growth that does not heed 

socio-ecological consequences leads to the degradation of the natural and social 

resource base, markedly reducing the adaptive potential of systems (Berkes & Berkes, 

2009). 

 

In contrast, Kelly & Adger (2000) focus on ‘social vulnerability’, which draws on 

historical social knowledge to identify the underlying social, economic and 

environmental causes of vulnerability. In other words, social vulnerability scholars 

investigate how and why communities become vulnerable in the first place (Desai & 

Hulme, 2004), for example, in terms of indicators such as access to sanitation, 

calorific intake, maternal mortality, life expectancy at birth, status of education and 

access to information (as indicated by the literacy rate, or level of education, and so 

on) (Brooks, 2003). Since most of these indicators are directly related to the status of 

the socio-economic system, Goklany (2007) argues that climate change problems are 

ingrained in economic development, a lack of which increases vulnerability. 

 

The vulnerability perspective also draws attention to more aggressive and proactive 

means to reach pre-determined goals, for example those of the Millennium 

Development Goals (Klein, Eriksen, Næss, Hammill, Tanner & Robledo, et al., 2007: 

27), which aim to remove the causes that lead to vulnerabilities of communities, 

especially vulnerabilities related to poverty. The Millennium Development Goals were 

introduced in the Road Map towards the Implementation of the United Nations 

Millennium Declaration, and endorsed in 2000 by 189 countries (United Nations 

General Assembly, 2001). The Road Map aims to achieve the eight goals and 16 

targets to reduce poverty and associated problems worldwide by 2015.  

 

However, in aiming to achieve these goals, Travis, Bennett, Haines, Pang, Bhutta, 

Hyder, et al., (2004) caution that sectors, if they are already weak due to lack of 

primary resources, workforce and information may collapse when governments over-

concentrate resources to achieve a specific program such as those of the MDGs. For 

example, in the health sector, an over-focus on a specific program can deprive 

resources that allow holistic improvements in the healthcare system, even leading to a 

collapse of the system. By 2012, most countries produced statistics based on aggregate 
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data to indicate either that MDGs were achieved or have been attempted seriously by 

governments (Turner, 2011). However, Haines & Cassels (2004) repudiate these 

claims because using aggregate statistics does not prove that development of the poor 

has been achieved. They are of the view that such claims would allow the masking and 

glossing over of high levels of inequalities that structurally exist between the poor and 

the rich. 

 

This highlights that problems of climate change need to be perceived in terms of 

equity, of who loses or gains through prevailing developmental paradigms (Arndt, 

1983; Kelly & Adger, 2000; Adger, 2003a; Cannon & Muller-Mahn, 2010). Thus, 

another developmental trajectory is the equity perspective, which seeks to establish 

social justice through redistribution of material resources as well as intangible 

resources such as knowledge and information (Adger, Huq, Brown, Conway & 

Hulme, 2002). If resources are not provided or are not accessible in a timely manner, 

vulnerable communities may be driven to migration in an attempt to survive, thus 

inadvertently breaking down societal networks and causing displacement of problems 

to another location (Warner, Erhart, Sherbinin, Adamo & Chai-Onn, 2009). Resources 

in this regard are those that help communities to cope with climate-change-induced 

events through capacity building, such as insurance and education to better negotiate 

climate change. This viewpoint is again based on the belief that neoliberal economic 

growth patterns undermine the sustainability of socio-ecological systems, due to 

disparities it creates in income distribution among communities (Paavola, 2008).  

 

Equity based adaptation also attempts to establish procedural justice in decision-

making on such matters by addressing how, when and by whom decisions are made to 

enable fair distribution (Paavola & Lowe, 2005; Thomas & Twyman, 2005). The 

equity approach attempts to alleviate such uneven structural distributions of power. 

Uneven distribution of power is problematic as it enables some individuals or groups 

of elites to dominate decision making and to overlook distributive justice. Distributive 

justice ensures fair distribution of resources as well as distribution of benefits and 

burdens among different groups of communities (Thomas & Twyman, 2005). Though 

most policies have losers and winners, a key objective of climate change adaptation 

policy should be to produce win-win situations (Smit & Wandel, 2006). Therefore, a 

focus on equity draws attention to the distributional impacts of the policy, by looking 



65 

 

at whether communities or individuals tend to lose from, or be marginalised by, a 

proposed policy (Dow, Kasersperson & Bohn, 2006).  

 

Kelly & Adger (2000), too, suggest that adaptation policy should be specifically 

designed to identify who gains and who loses from climate change impacts, as well as 

from adaptation policy decisions, thereby facilitating distributive justice. Equity based 

adaptation demands consideration of distribution of benefits or burdens, in a manner 

that is different from the status quo (Dobson, 1999). Another perspective is that 

looking at policy problems through the vulnerability angle alone is not always 

appropriate because vulnerabilities of systems can sometimes become visible too late 

to prevent losses, for example after a disaster strikes (Smit & Brklacich, 1998; Burton, 

Lim, Spanger-Siegfried, Malone & Huq, 2005).  

 

Alternatively, the vulnerability of a community is not always seen as an inherent 

feature of that community, but depends on the nature and the magnitude of the impact 

as well as exposure to it; consequently, addressing the vulnerability aspect alone does 

not suffice in any case (Adger, 2006). Furthermore, an approach that seeks to maintain 

artificial boundaries between social and biophysical vulnerability amounts to 

fragmented reductionism, and as such can result in maladaptation (Adger, Brown, 

Nelson, Berkes, Eakin, Folke, et al., 2011). Therefore, vulnerability approaches are 

best utilised in association with other policy approaches.  

The resilience approach 

A resilience approach focuses on bolstering the resilience or the coping ability of the 

system. Resilience is the capacity of a socio-ecological system to absorb disturbances 

and reorganise into a new form, while still retaining essentially the same function, 

structure, identity and feedback (Folke et al., 2005: 443). More simply, resilience 

typically means coping with stress (Smit & Brklacich, 1989; Kelly & Adger, 2000). 

However, Adger (2006) argues that resilience is about more than coping. For example, 

if a system can remain in its original state without drastic changes in response to 

disturbances it faces, then the system is resilient.  
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Handmer & Dovers (1996) advance three different types of resilience that systems 

display or can develop. Type 1 resilience occurs through resistance to change and the 

maintenance of original configurations, to remain consistent and stable. However, a 

denial of change can ultimately lead to the collapse of any system. Type 2 resilience 

occurs through change at the margins of the system in response to an external stress, 

where the capacity of the system to move forward in the face of uncertainty and risk is 

maintained. Here, the system maintains its original functions and attempts to buffer 

the shock through marginal changes.  

 

However, ‘there are limits to resilience’ (Meadows, 2009: 76). When systems are too 

stable, rigid or highly resilient, they cannot change and evolve with changing 

conditions. Type 3 resilience of Handmer & Dovers (1996) tries to address this 

limitation. It requires that systems be flexible and open to alternative pathways. Here, 

the system becomes highly flexible and changes through radical transformation, 

learning and innovation. A transition of the system then occurs to a new system when 

it is evident that the existing system is not equipped to thrive under change (Dovers & 

Handmer, 1992; Handmer & Dovers, 1996; Gooch & Warburton, 2009). In other 

words, Type 3 resilience is not a form of resilience or simple coping, but a more 

comprehensive approach, which demands transitions, which will be discussed below.  

The adaptive capacity approach 

The adaptive capacity approach focuses on heightening the capacity of the socio-

ecological system. Such capacity has existed within socio-ecological systems for 

centuries but is now breaking down under the overwhelming impact of today’s climate 

change. Adaptive capacity is defined as the ability of  socio-ecological systems ‘to 

move towards the kind of institutions, resource extraction practices and economic 

organizations that take advantage of new opportunities, mitigate worst impacts, and 

allow for the necessary learning and innovation to cope with climate change’ (Berkes, 

2007c: 287). In other words, higher adaptive capacity is achieved by being flexible, 

open to change and innovations, and in being capable of creating opportunities for 

learning (Folke et al., 2002).  
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Through long historical experiences of changing climates, many communities, 

countries and regions developed in-built adaptive capacities to face climatic 

conditions, traditionally and culturally, enabling what is known as ‘autonomous 

adaptation’ (Smit & Wandel, 2006). The argument is that autonomous adaptation can 

no longer meet challenges presented by anthropogenic climate change as the variation 

and scope of change is becoming too overwhelming, unpredictable and uncertain for 

socio-ecological systems to adapt to (Adger, Arnell & Tompkins, 2005; Füssel, 

2007b).  

 

Gallopin (2006: 300), however understands the autonomous nature of the concept of 

adaptive capacity, when he defines it as ‘the ability of a system to adjust to climate 

change (including climate variability and extremes) to moderate potential damages, to 

take advantage of opportunities, or to cope with the consequences’. Autonomous 

adaptation occurs when adaptation is spontaneous, based on a community’s experience 

of the past, its abilities in the present, and without intervention of outside entities 

(Pittock & Jones, 2000).  

 

For example, O'Brien & Holland, (1992: 401) finds adaptation occurring through 

socio-cultural processes where groups of people add new and improved methods to 

co-evolve with environmental changes. In this sense, it is clear that autonomous 

adaptation is not passive acceptance, coping or resilience. Climate change, as 

discussed above, can create new inequities and exacerbate existing ones, thereby 

increasing and deepening social vulnerabilities, which can strip communities of their 

repertoire of inbuilt capacities (Thomas & Twyman, 2005).  

 

Lack of adaptive capacity may be due to many other reasons as well. A key one is that 

existing climate change adaptation policy arenas and institutional mechanisms are not 

geared to cope with change that cannot be predicted with any certainty (Armitage, 

2008). Socio-ecological systems can also lose adaptive capacity when policy 

institutions do not intentionally seek the interests of highly vulnerable communities 

and do not allow such stakeholders to enter the policy process (Thomas & Twyman, 

2005). Adaptive capacity may be reduced, also, due to lack of resources such as 

knowledge within the system about the nature of the hazard and how to best face it 

(Klein et al., 2007).  



68 

 

Therefore, a national climate change adaptation policy based on the adaptive capacity 

approach will be required to enable procedural justice. This, in turn, will resolve 

equity issues that lead to high levels of vulnerability, as discussed in the previous 

section. In this sense, the adaptive capacity is synonymous with community capacity; 

and unlike vulnerability—which depends on many factors both inside and outside the 

system—adaptive capacity resides within the socio-ecological system itself (Wall & 

Marzall, 2006; Adger et al., 2011; Pelling, 2011). Thus, policy problems understood 

through the adaptive capacity perspective focus on the lack of a system’s ability or 

capacity to respond in an appropriate manner (Lee, 1999, McDonald, 2010).  

 

The adaptive capacity approach focuses on uncertainties and unpredictable 

characteristics associated with complex socio-ecological systems (see Chapter 2). It 

attempts to address uncertainties and complexities associated with the nature of socio-

ecological systems by developing policies and approaches that enable communities to 

live with uncertainty and risk (Pelling, 2011). Living with uncertainty and 

complexities requires socio-ecological systems to be flexible and adaptive. Flexible 

and adaptive systems are those capable of social learning.  

 

The growing discourse on adaptive capacity sees adaptation as a process of system 

transitions to a better and more adaptive state, capable of creating highly autonomous 

adaptation (Jerneck & Olsson, 2008: 171). Such system transitions can enhance a 

system’s adaptive capacity in a more sustained manner, than can changes occurring 

incrementally at the margins of the existing system, as Figure 4.1 shows.  

 

In commenting on ‘system transitions’, Gunderson & Holling (2002) notes that 

changes at the margin are allowed through policy initiatives that attempt to optimise 

the characteristics of an existing system. Being close to the status quo, policies 

seeking such marginal changes for system optimisation can ‘take off’ fast, as they do 

not face systemic resistance. Similarly, attempts to redesign the system partially are 

also much easier to launch than fully-fledged system transitions.  
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Figure 4.1 Schematic diagram comparing different approaches for adaptive capacity 

enhancement 

Source: Based on Weterings, Kuijper & Smeets (1997), cited in Elzen, Geels & Green 

(2004:2) 

Policies that attempt radical transitions, however, are strongly resisted and, therefore, 

face difficulties in ‘taking off’ (see Figure 4.1). But only a system transitions approach 

can enhance the adaptive capacity of the system substantively, and in a sustained 

manner as indicated in Figure 4.1. System transitions can be enabled only through 

paradigms and policy positions that seek socio-ecological sustainability, for example 

through innovations in resource extraction and utilisation. This calls for institutions 

that allow innovations in resource extraction, in utilisation practices and in associated 

economic activities. 

 

In summary, the adaptive capacity approach appears to be an appropriate approach for 

climate change adaptation policy. The adaptive capacity approach is more 

comprehensive than the impact approach, the vulnerability approach or the resilience 

approach taken individually. The adaptive capacity approach not only allows socio-

ecological systems to adapt to climate change impacts in a sustained manner, but also 

enables equity and distributional justice within socio-ecological systems. Through 

this, the adaptive capacity approach can alleviate issues associated with vulnerability 

and resource distribution, as discussed earlier.  

Enhancement 

in adaptive 

capacity 

Time 

System transitions 

Partial system 

redesign 

System 

optimisation 



70 

 

Mechanisms for enabling system transitions for higher 

adaptive capacity 

As explained above, while adaptation is mostly perceived as responding to and 

addressing felt or perceived impacts or vulnerabilities, such limited approaches can 

result in maladaptation. Maladaptation allows new vulnerabilities and risks to emerge 

as a result of the implementation of near-sighted or ill-conceived policies (Adger, et 

al., 2011; McEvoy & Wilder, 2012), such as ‘locking in’ inappropriate technology. 

Conversely, an anticipatory adaptation policy adopts a broader approach by attempting 

to enhance and operationalise system adaptive capacity through gradual and far-

sighted system transitions (Scheraga & Grambsch, 1998; Burton, Huq, Lim, Pilifosova 

& Schipper, 2002).  

 

This brings into focus the need to better understand requirements for system 

transitions, wherein the existing socio-ecological system transforms to a state with 

higher adaptive capacity. Such transitions of systems to attain higher adaptive capacity 

appear to require three key conditions. First, they need opportunities for renewal and 

reorganisation within systems (Holling, 2000; Folke, Chapin & Olsson, 2009). 

Second, they require a diverse array of options, which can provide flexibility for 

socio-ecological systems and prevent them falling into a ‘rigidity trap’ (Folke et al., 

2009). Third, transitions are enabled through niche-level innovations (Berks, 2007b; 

Folke, Carpenter, Walker, Scheffer, Chapin & Rockström, 2010; Pelling, 2011; 

Westley et al., 2011).  

Creating opportunity for renewal and reorganisation 

Socio-ecological systems are dynamic, and they possess self-regulatory capacity (as 

identified in Chapter 2). When faced with disturbances they can undergo renewal and 

reorganisation (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Therefore, once a complex socio-

ecological system faces disturbances such as those caused by climate change impacts, 

it typically reorganises spontaneously, provided that suitable conditions and options 

are available for system renewal (Folke et al., 2010).  
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Wilbanks (2003) draws attention to the need for climate change adaptation to be 

operationalised at a multiplicity of levels and scales through an accommodating policy 

approach that goes beyond current approaches. For example, hierarchical policy 

approaches are often bound by the need to enable ‘efficient’ polices, where efficiency 

is the comparison of short-term costs and benefits associated with alternative policies. 

As such, institutional rationalities often depend on a narrow calculation of costs and 

benefits of climate change impacts and associated damages. 

 

However, in the case of climate change adaptation, efficiency is the sum of several 

elements: the estimated cost of impacts avoided, the expected value of future impacts 

over time, the transaction costs of new information, and the costs of misplaced 

foresight (Tompkins, 2005: 12). The above institutional rationalities are not geared, 

for example, to quantify the cost of impacts avoided, such as livelihoods protected or 

deaths prevented. Therefore, a hierarchical or top-down policy approach can eliminate 

policy options that have long-term benefits in favour of cost effective solutions that 

can only provide quantifiable short-term benefits, thus negatively affecting the 

capacity of socio-ecological systems to renew and reorganise (Folke et al., 2009).  

 

In the face of emergent properties,13 and complexities associated with socio-ecological 

systems, some adaptation measures—especially those measures that were felt to be 

appropriate through institutional rationality, as driven by the dominant paradigm-led 

policy positions discussed in Chapter 2—might become redundant, or worse: 

maladaptive. Such situations are more common when policies are formulated by 

policy makers external to the local sphere.  

 

Exclusionary policy making, which excludes social knowledges that have strong 

cultural and social affinities do not facilitate locally relevant renewal and 

reorganisation options (Adger, 2003a; Stage, 2010). For example, when centrally 

derived policies and politics attempt to make strong interventions to reduce local 

vulnerabilities, these attempts might inadvertently override locally relevant and more 

appropriate solutions (Dietz, Ostrom & Stern, 2003; Adger et al., 2011). Naess, Bang, 

                                                 
13  Complex systems have the ‘property of emergence’. High level structures arise from interaction 

between the lower level components of the system. Certain characters emerge due to these 

interactions within the system. Therefore properties of such complex systems are highly 

unpredictable (Holling, 1986). 
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Eriksen & Vevatne (2005) exemplify this point through a case study in Norway. They 

explain how a flood dyke was constructed around a town after a flash flood in a 

reactive and ‘event-driven’ manner, thereby reducing biodiversity and inviting 

increased urban development along the river banks. These authors argue that such top-

down, centrally driven interventions can encourage or provide incentives for 

maladaptive projects and programmes that are not appropriate or acceptable for the 

real stakeholders at the local level (Naess et al., 2005: 135).    

 

Measuring the effectiveness of a policy intervention that increases systemic adaptive 

capacity is harder to determine based purely on monetary terms or when looking at it 

through a short-term timeframe (Tompkins, 2005; Adger et al., 2005). For example, it 

is possible to determine the effectiveness of a policy for providing a fishing 

community with boats to go further offshore to reduce their dependence on already 

diminishing near-shore fish stocks. However, determining the effectiveness of 

establishing flood retention areas in a flood prone village is not so simple, as benefits 

of the flood retention area can become visible only if a flood occurs. Even then it is 

extremely difficult to determine the exact benefits of the hazards or losses prevented.   

 

One way out of this dilemma is to develop policy solutions that are more meaningful 

for vulnerable communities affected or likely to be affected. This requires the policy 

to align with the subsidiarity principle,14 thereby harnessing better opportunities for 

renewal and reorganisation, as this principle demands that policy be made at the level 

at which problems are felt or perceived (Agrawal & Perrin, 2009; Berkes, 2009). This 

is in contrast to policy being made at the central government level by policy makers 

who do not actually live at local or provincial levels. Policy made closer to the local 

level also enables the social acceptability of a policy. For example, if the policy 

process enables local participation to influence policy outcomes, the resultant policy is 

more likely to be locally acceptable, ‘owned’ and supported by stakeholders, and thus 

more appropriate (Fischer, 2006; Crocker, 2007; Hayward, 2008).  

 

To be most effective, the renewal and reorganisation process needs to build on past 

experiences (Holling, 1986). This indicates that policy learning has an important role 

                                                 
14

  The subsidiarity principle implies that particular task should be decentralized to the lowest level of 

governance with the capacity to conduct it satisfactorily (Marshall, 2007:80). 
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to play in systems renewal and reorganisation. This is because system renewal and 

reorganisation occur based on the current abilities and future aspirations of vulnerable 

communities (MacIver & Urquizo, 2000; Pittock & Jones, 2000; Adger et al., 2005).  

 

Concomitantly, adaptation policy should ensure the entitlement of vulnerable 

communities to have adequate resources for renewal and reorganisation (Adger et al., 

2002:5). Such resources include education, skills training, insurance and social 

security, assistance in changing unsuitable livelihoods, and technological assistance 

(Wall & Marzall, 2006). In strengthening the capacity of communities to have these 

resources, the concept of ‘social capital’ is important (Rothstein, 2003; Mandarano, 

2009). According to Wolf, Adger, Lorenzoni, Abrahamson & Raine (2010), social 

capital is a network, based on trust and reciprocity to achieve collective outcomes 

within societies (Redclift, 2005; Eakin & Wehbe, 2009). It signifies social and cultural 

interrelationships within and between communities. When communities work in close 

collaboration over long periods, such collaboration allows social learning or societal 

memory to be preserved (Dietz et al., 2003). Such knowledges are invaluable in living 

with conditions of uncertainty and change. Social learning is thus invaluable in 

renewing and reorganising socio-ecological systems (Armitage, 2005; Berkes, 2009).  

 

Strong social capital can help prevent stronger parties or elites from imposing 

narrowly framed solutions that may ill-suit the requirements of less politically 

powerful parties (Thomas & Twyman, 2005; Eakin & Wehbe, 2009). This can 

facilitate the movement of important issues such as climate-change-related problems 

onto the systemic policy agenda and then the institutional agenda.15 Strong social 

capital can thus enable policy actors to better understand the substance of policy 

problems, the preferred or appropriate end-states desired by diverse stakeholders and 

how they might be reached (Dietz et al., 2003; Mandarano, 2009). By enhancing the 

‘capacity for civil society to organise itself into self-supportive groupings of creative 

order, constructive participation and supportive democracy in the face of dispute’, 

social capital shows itself valuable in enabling productive deliberative and 

inclusionary policy processes (O'Riordan, Jordan & Cameron, 2001: 17). In climate 

                                                 
15  In the policy process, policy problems usually first enter the systemic agenda, and some of these are 

elevated to the institutional agenda. It is the issues that reach the institutional agenda that are taken 

up for policy consideration (Birkland, 1998). 
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adaptation policy arenas, social capital can then provide a platform for effective policy 

dialogues and negotiations to facilitate system reorganisation and renewal (Adger, 

2003b; Sabatini, 2009).  

Nurturing diversity to enable many options  

Transitions can occur when there is a diversity of alternative options within the system 

and when there is ‘head-room’ or space to manoeuvre (Geels, 2010). Over-dependence 

on a single resource base or on limited resources not only enhances vulnerabilities, but 

can lead to the total collapse of the socio-ecological system, especially in the case of 

natural resource-based economies (Folke et al, 2009). By way of contrast, the 

availability of diverse resource bases within socio-ecological systems increases 

adaptive capacity. For example, when existing rice varieties wane in performance 

under decreasing rainfall conditions or increasing adverse temperatures, the 

availability of a stock of diverse varieties enables better adaptation. However, if there 

is no diversity, the system can experience a rigidity trap and the only option might be 

to try to boost performance of the same variety through increasing fertilizer use, which 

can lead to other negative impacts such as eutrophication of water bodies and 

increasing costs of production (Adger, 2006). These lead the socio-ecological system 

to become more stressed. 

 

Transitions occur when inappropriate structural and functional elements are not 

‘locked-in’ within the existing system by policies or dependencies of structural and 

functional components of the existing system (Westley et al., 2011). Transitions thus 

need a diversity of options and forms, such as diverse technologies, resources and a 

variety of administrative or management structures. It is through such diversity that 

the system becomes flexible (Loorbach, 2007). Without such diversity, systems fall 

into a rigidity trap. This reduces the inherent capacity of the system to respond to new 

problems and changes (Olsson et al., 2010).  Higher flexibility on the other hand can 

open up, for example, venues for more diverse livelihoods, thereby increasing the 

‘head-room’ that allows better manoeuvring for adaptive responses (Thomas & 

Twyman, 2005).  
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In socio-ecological systems, diversity exists in many forms. Ecological diversity, 

governance diversity, and a broad range of developmental opportunities and 

knowledges are key examples (Berkes, 2009). Ecological diversity at niche, genetic 

and species levels, for example, can be important in increasing the immunity of 

communities, allowing them to thrive even when prevailing livelihoods fail due to 

climate change impacts. High levels of ecosystem diversity can enable high adaptive 

capacity, for example through, provision of flood control, recycling of nutrients and 

degradation of waste, and soil generation and maintenance of the hydrological cycle.  

 

Appropriate governance systems are also critical to adaptive capacity. A multiplicity 

of systems, from the central to local levels, means that institutional responsibilities can 

be dispersed vertically and horizontally, thereby allowing risks to be better addressed 

through networking for improved sectoral coordination (Ostrom, 2008b: 27). Ostrom 

(2008b) highlights the idea that through a multiple governance approach, community 

and formal institutions working together can provide more flexible and better 

informed solutions to climate change problems. It also allows risks to be spread 

among an array of formal and informal institutions.  

 

Diverse economic opportunities or a portfolio of livelihoods also allows communities 

to spread risks rather than being dependent on one option, or on a limited range of 

options (Berkes, 2007b). Availability of a diversity of economic opportunities allows 

communities to select alternative developmental pathways for flexible sustainability 

options (Adger et al., 2003; Gooch & Warburton, 2009). Therefore, adaptation policy 

considerations and interventions need to embrace a diversity of livelihoods that can 

exist in the social structure (Ensor & Berger, 2009; Cannon & Muller-Mahn, 2010), 

rather than merely promote a limited range of existing livelihoods. In other words, for 

transitions to happen, it is necessary to enable the generation of diverse alternative 

pathways, some deviating from incumbent policy regimes which may in the first place 

have contributed to the creation of vulnerabilities.   

 

Similarly, to complement scientific and technically based knowledge, a diversity of 

community knowledge and local technological options that suit the specific situation 

can constructively identify more suitable pathways for climate change adaptation. 

Diverse local knowledge bases accumulated over generations and developed through 
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learning-by-doing and with feedback from the environment can thus play an important 

part in enabling system transitions (Folke et al., 2002).  

Innovations 

Innovations occur when there is flexibility and space or head-room for 

experimentation and a diversity of options. Rigid, stable, hierarchical economic 

systems do not allow innovations to take place. For example, in a region where there 

is a high dependency on a monoculture cash crop, high levels of dependency appear 

among different entities of the system. All the farmers rely on the same water, 

fertilizer regimes and markets. This results in a high degree of connectedness within 

the system, making it inflexible and rigid. System rigidity can lead to further inflexible 

policies and institutions aiming to protect this highly connected and over-dependent 

farming system, but not necessarily the socio-ecological welfare of the farmer. For 

example, two particular policies—highly industrialised farming systems introduced 

into third world countries; and high-yielding varieties that require high inputs in the 

form of fertilisers, pesticides, monocultures and mechanisation (known as the ‘green 

revolution’)—have been widely found to increase unemployment, hunger, 

malnutrition, landlessness, poverty and ecological degradation (for example, 

Hindmarsh, 2008). These practices require and receive strong government support for 

their continued existence. 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, a policy regime arises through interactions that occur 

among actors and institutions involved in creating and reinforcing a particular policy 

position. With time, this regime acquires stability and, in turn, resistance to change 

(Elzen & Wieczorek, 2005). An existing policy regime consisting of complex 

configurations of rules, practices and norms based on a particular policy position is 

thus strongly protected by its institutions. These institutions comprise policy actors 

who in being protectors or defenders of a dominant paradigm are prepared to resist 

any changes or innovations that are not aligned with the status quo (Berkhout et al., 

2010: 262).  

 

For socio-ecological sustainability oriented innovations to take place in a policy 

regime that is aligned with a conflicting dominant paradigm, there needs to be local or 
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niche-level experimentation in the specifically local socio-ecological context. 

Innovations usually occur at the ‘bottom’ or ‘niche’ level of any system to resolve a 

constraint that would lead to lower the adaptive capacity of the socio-ecological 

system (Elzen et al., 2004).  

 

Niche-level innovations, however, are hard to launch as horizontal and vertical 

systemic resistance to change may occur (Seyfang & Smith, 2007). Vertical resistance 

may come from the policy institutions or corporate levels aligned with the dominant 

paradigm, while horizontal resistance may come from partners with embedded 

interests within the existing sectoral and community levels. However, once started, 

innovations often create a capacity to override systemic resistance that prevents certain 

issues within the system from being addressed (Rotmans & Kemp, 2003; Rotmans & 

Loorbach, 2009). The success of innovations thus depends on the existing institutional 

capacity to elevate them onto the policy agenda (McDonald, 2010).  

 

One example of a bottom or niche-level innovation is shown in Figure 4.2. It 

conceptualises a portion of a modern socio-ecological system associated with paddy 

farming, which involves the production and use of innovative bio-fertilisers from 

biologically enriched compost or mulch instead of highly subsidised, high polluting 

chemical fertilisers favoured by the existing regime. This innovation requires niche-

level actors operating independently of the existing regime (Rotmans & Kemp, 2003). 

It shows that enhanced adaptive capacity can be achieved through grass-root or niche-

level innovations; in this case the use of low-cost bio-fertilisers, or drought- and 

salinity-resistant varieties of open-pollinated seed paddy developed by local or 

regional researchers, and/or farmers with locally generated knowledge. 

 

The adaptive capacity approach thus attempts to promote niche-level innovations that 

seek to address a gap or deficiency such as poor adaptive capacity at grass-root levels. 

It is expected that such innovations at a multiplicity of levels can gradually build up 

and lead to system transitions for a higher adaptive capacity, and in a multitude of 

ways (Kemp et al., 2007). 
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Figure 4.2 A graphical representation of the relationship between niches and regimes, 

for example in the agricultural policy arena 

Source: Based on Geels (2002: 1261) 

Innovations can also be social, technical, administrative or ecological in nature (Smith 

& Sterling, 2008; Berkhout et al., 2010). Though system transitions are inherently 

slow processes, they carry many benefits, as indicated in Figure 4.1 (Weterings et al., 

1997; Elzen et al., 2004; Jerneck &Olsson, 2008).  

 

Though difficult to launch due to the resistance from the existing regime driven by the 

dominant paradigm, once innovations take off, adaptive capacity can be enhanced in a 

more effective manner than can be enabled through marginal changes or system 

redesigns as was depicted in Figure 4.1. Adaptive capacity enhanced through system 

transitions is much more sustained and will not level off as those enabled through 

marginal changes and system redesign would do. So how can system renewal and 

reorganisation be enabled, how can system diversity be nurtured and how can niche-

level innovations be initiated? What kind of governance approaches might best enable 

these? 

Adaptive co-management 

The dynamic and complex nature of socio-ecological systems makes the ‘one-stop-

shop’ kind of decision making futile and demands iterative experimentation and 

learning (Carlsson & Berkes, 2005). In this context, ‘adaptive management’ appears a 
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most promising governance approach that allows sufficient experimentation and 

learning in an integrated manner to encourage and develop appropriate system 

innovations (Thomas & Twyman, 2005). Adaptive management allows multiple 

system options for changes in structure, function and operation to be tried and tested 

in response to failures in existing strategies (McDonald, 2010: 29). Adaptive 

management also makes it possible to be reflexive and highly adaptable in the face of 

complexity, uncertainty and lack of knowledge (Haney & Power, 1996). This 

approach seems well-matched to address the dynamic and uncertain nature of socio-

ecological systems (Carlsson & Berks, 2005).  

 

At the same time, the burgeoning literature on adapting to climate change supports the 

view that a diversity of viewpoints should be taken into consideration through a 

collaborative decision-making approach (Olsson, Folke & Berkes, 2004; Berkes, 

2009; Berkes & Berkes, 2009; O'Brien, Hayward, & Berkes, 2009; Adger et al., 2011; 

Pelling, 2011; Adler, 2012). ‘Co-management’ is a governance approach that 

encompasses collaborative and inclusive decision making (as discussed in more detail 

below), and which makes and encourages cross linkages (both vertical and horizontal) 

between regional, national and local levels, thus creating new working relationships 

and networks among policy makers and resource users (Plummer, 2002). Co-

management is not an endpoint but a long-term process that emerges out of extensive 

deliberation and negotiation evolving over time (Berkes, 2009: 1694).  

 

In turn, Olsson et al. (2004) coined the term ‘adaptive co-management’, which 

amalgamates adaptive management and co-management. Adaptive co-management is 

strongly focussed on including formal and informal institutions as well as civil society 

through a bottom-up partnership approach (Dietz et al., 2003; Devkota, 2005; Nilsen, 

2010). The approach of adaptive co-management thus appears a highly useful and apt 

governance approach to address climate change adaptation as a multi-sectoral and 

level policy, which encourages social learning and reflexivity as well as collaboration 

and partnership (Armitage, 2005; Smit & Wandel, 2006). 
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Social learning and reflexivity 

Social learning is important in enhancing adaptive capacity (Salafsky, Cauley, 

Balachander, Cordes, Parks, Margoluis, et al 2001). Social learning is a form of 

collective learning where a whole system, consisting of institutions, groups and 

individuals learn from ongoing experiences, to improve current deficiencies in the 

system, especially in the face of uncertainty and complexity (Keen, Bruck & Dyball 

2005; Berkes, 2009). Social learning calls for on-going, iterative reflection or 

‘reflexivity’. Such reflexivity allows new information and past experiences to be used 

creatively in the policy formulation and implementation process (Beck et al., 2003; 

Cundill & Fabricius, 2009; Leys & Vanclay, 2011).  

 

Social learning is informed by place-based social and ecological memories, 

experiences and situations (Meppem & Gill, 1998; Folke et al., 2005). Through 

reflexivity, social learning better enables the generation of solutions to climate change 

policy. This requires social learning to be enabled through transparent and inclusive 

processes (Armitage, 2005; Cundill & Fabricus, 2009). Through enabling social 

learning, institutions can better avoid or anticipate unforseen, unintended and 

undesirable impacts of policy on other sectors or areas, and better develop policy for 

complex systems.  

Collaboration and integration 

Policy integration plays a key role in empowering stakeholders to engage in active 

interactions and knowledge sharing (Vogel, Moser, Kasperson & Dabelko, 2007; 

Huitema & Meijerink, 2010). Integration can be enabled through collaborative multi-

level approaches, and in this regard formal and informal institutions are important in 

bringing together different and diverse knowledges and experiences (Adger, 2003b: 5; 

Cundill & Fabricus, 2009; Berkes, 2009). This can also help supersede still-dominant 

‘silo’, or fragmented, decision-making approaches (Head, 2008). Within the silo 

approach, for example, information about the severity of coastal soil salinisation held 

by a coastal resources department may not be accessible to an agricultural department 

or to local communities.  
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Another example is where in a state institution of natural resource management, 

responsibilities for water and land management are separated. For more cohesive 

integrated system management approaches addressing complex problems like climate 

change, knowledge cross-overs need to occur readily in an interdisciplinary manner, 

with policy actors engaging in serious contemplation of others’ viewpoints and 

paradigms in a dialogic, transparent, well informed and cooperative manner (Pretty & 

Chambers, 2005; Toens & Landwehr, 2009; Hindmarsh, 2010). According to Folke et 

al. (2005), close collaboration and policy integration can facilitate further 

understanding of system dynamics among different groups, thereby infusing socio-

ecosystem knowledge into multiple sectors at multiple levels to build capacity for 

change. 

 

Collaborative and participatory approaches that acknowledge a plurality of viewpoints 

are a prerequisite for sustainability transitions. As indicated before, policy 

operationalised at the top or the centre needs to be capable of supporting bottom-up 

innovations and encouraging capacity for action (Fischer, 2006). Just as importantly, 

policy and programs generated at the top should not undermine bottom-up efforts 

(Sievanen, Leslie, Wondolleck, Yaffee, McLeod & Campbell, 2011). This calls for 

strong horizontal and vertical integration through strong commitments from the top or 

the centre for bottom-up views to be seriously deliberated, especially at macro-policy 

level (Fischer, 2006; Stringer et al., 2006; Nilsen, 2010). It is essential to strive for 

collaborative bottom-up partnership approaches, where a diversity of social and expert 

knowledges can be integrated. Multi-stakeholder collaboration is therefore an essential 

part of policy integration, as well as adaptive decision making and goal setting (Olsson 

et al., 2004; Feindt, 2010). 

 

How does cross sectoral integration work? Based on the participation and commitment 

of stakeholders, Aall, Groven & Lindseth (2007: 24) present a framework which 

depicts six types of local and national government involvement in a policy process. 

Figure 4.3 applies the same framework, modified to include collaborative relationships 

between government and stakeholders, and to signal policy outcomes.  
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Figure 4.3 Schematic diagram showing different levels of commitment from stakeholders 

for adaptation policy 

Source: Adapted from Aall et al., 2007 

When the commitment of both government and stakeholders for collaboration is low, 

the result is typical silo-like business-as-usual policies. When the commitment of 

government for collaboration is high and stakeholders are not involved, typically, only 

‘symbolic policies’ arise. Often these are ‘reassurance’ strategies to placate onlooking 

and concerned publics; they give the impression that there is strong integration, when 

in reality little or no integration is actually achieved (Aall et al., 2007: 25). Aall et al. 

(2007) state that such symbolic interventions can lead only to stating impressive goals, 

complicated planning procedures, and imposing planning documents, which are then 

most often set aside by municipalities, and not implemented. At the medium level of 

commitment, incremental policy change and the ‘picking of low hanging fruits’ 

represent solutions that do not challenge vested interests (Aall et al., 2007: 23). 

 

Overall, business as usual, and symbolic and incremental policy integration does little 

to change policy positions in a long-term meaningful way that addresses the causes of 

the problem. They provide institutional resistance to system change or an over-

cautious approach that stifles innovation. Conversely, when both state and stakeholder 

commitments are high and effective integration can be enabled, this can result in 
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improved problem framing and policy outcomes, legitimacy and competence 

(Meadowcroft, 2009). 

 

Vertical integration involves coordination between central and local government 

institutions. Policy integration works horizontally at different levels; for example, 

between different sectors such as agriculture, fisheries and transportation. This can 

overcome differing sectoral objectives to achieve consensus building and can lead to 

integrated approaches to climate change adaptation (Connelly & Richardson, 2004). 

Integration of adaptation policy into existing mainstream policy agendas appears 

central to such consensus building approaches (Abeygunawardena, Vyas, Knill, Foy, 

Harrold, Steele, et al 2003; Wilbanks, 2005; Dovers, 2009:5). Mainstreaming climate 

change into sectors such as manufacturing, furthers the efficiency and effectiveness of 

adaptation policy (Huq & Reid, 2009).  

 

Integration aims to ‘climate-adaptation proof’ all sectoral policy, so that a holistic 

approach can be taken, which acts to avoid or minimise maladaptations as much as 

possible (Urwin & Jordan, 2008). In the process of integration, it is necessary to 

clearly identify the policy interplay among sectors (Dovers, 2009). This means 

perceiving inter-linkages, policy overlaps and policy interconnections among sectors, 

both horizontally and vertically (Urwin & Jordan, 2008; McDonald, 2010). For this 

purpose, stakeholder awareness in all sectors affected by climate change, and the need 

to change, appear essential.  

Conclusion 

In facing challenges imposed by climate change, it is clear that developing effective 

climate change adaptation policy is a growing priority. The major focus of any climate 

change adaptation policy should not be to address impacts or reduce vulnerability in 

an isolated and reactive manner, but to enhance the adaptive capacity of socio-

ecological systems in a proactive way. Systems transitions appear to be more capable 

of enhancing adaptive capacity than system redesign or incremental adjustments. 

Therefore, it seems clear that an appropriate adaptation policy for Sri Lanka needs to 

focus on enabling system transitions, where socio-ecological systems with poor 
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adaptive capacity can change fundamentally or shift to higher adaptive capacity 

(Tompkins & Adger 2004; Thomas & Twyman 2005: 121). Though transitions are 

hard to initiate, once achieved, the adaptive capacity of systems is enhanced in a much 

more sustaining manner than could be achieved through system optimisation or partial 

system redesign, and therefore are worth striving for. 

 

System transitions are enabled through holistic, complex systems thinking that seeks 

renewal and reorganisation, enhanced diversity and niche-level innovations. Together 

these can address catastrophic weaknesses of the existing system, such as the lack of 

long-term adaptive capacity. Prevailing over ‘rigidity traps’, which prevent 

innovations (Geels, 2010), and providing ‘head-room’ to best facilitate niche-level 

innovations are prerequisites for transitions (Huetima & Meijerink, 2010).  

 

In driving system transitions to achieve higher adaptive capacity, adaptive co-

management appears to be important. Adaptive co-management, identified in the 

literature as a governance approach can best negotiate the complexities and emergent 

properties associated with socio-ecological systems and uncertainties arising from 

climate change, in a flexible adaptive manner (Armitage, Plummer, Berkes, Arthur, 

Charles, Davidson-Hunt, et al., 2008). More importantly, such a governance approach 

would encourage a multiplicity of options to be tried and experimented with, thus 

allowing reflexivity and social learning to play an active part in the process. Adaptive 

co-management is also capable of enabling effective policy integrations, which are 

important, considering that climate change adaptation needs to take a multi-sectoral 

and multi-scale approach.  

 

We turn to the topic of policy process for system transitions in Chapter 5. 
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     Policy process for system 

transitions 

Introduction 

The term policy process refers to the manner in which policy actors behave and act in 

designing, formulating, implementing and evaluating public policies (Schlager & 

Blomquist, 1996). Easton (1957) perceives the policy process as a system that exists 

within a social environment, from which the system has inputs in the form of demands 

and support, and which produces policies as its outputs. As the nature of the policy 

process can influence policy outcomes (Dovers, 2005), it is clear that only certain 

models of the policy process are capable of formulating an appropriate policy for 

climate change adaptation. The literature review in Chapters 2 and 3 emphasised the 

importance of socio-ecological sustainability for developing countries like Sri Lanka. 

Based on this theoretical knowledge, Chapter 4 then explored components of 

‘appropriate’ adaptation. In Chapter 5, I now investigate different models of the policy 

process in an attempt to ascertain the most suitable for enabling climate change 

adaptation policy based on socio-ecological sustainability. 

 

To gain an understanding of the main features of the policy process, this chapter first 

examines concepts such as policy arenas, policy actors, defining policy problems and 

agenda setting. Then, based on the nature of socio-ecological sustainability outlined in 

previous chapters, the chapter explores policy criteria identified in the literature that 

might inform the nature and substance of socio-ecologically sustainable policies 

(O'Faircheallaigh, 2009; Suddaby, 2010).   

 

Finally, Chapter 5 examines four commonly discussed models of the policy process 

observed in literature to ascertain which model/s might best facilitate socio-ecological 

sustainability. The four models are incrementalism, which recommends incremental 

changes to existing policy (Lindblom & Woodhouse, 1993); the rational 

comprehensive model, which calls for meticulous analysis of goals and policy 
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alternatives (Heywood, 2007); elitism, which describes the role of elites in the policy 

process (Fisher, 2003); and pluralism, which argues the policy process can and should 

be open to all those who want to participate. With regard to the latter, as a number of 

models exist, such as the advocacy coalition framework, the punctuated equilibrium 

model and the multiple stream framework, these are also reviewed.  

 

Policy process models can be predominantly normative, predominantly prescriptive or 

even both normative and descriptive at the same time. In exploring key aspects of 

these models of policy processes, Chapter 5 contributes to the second aim of the 

thesis: to better understand and determine policy processes that might best enable 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. 

Formulating policy 

Policy arenas, actors and their roles 

Ostrom (1999: 42) introduces the concept of the ‘policy action arena’ as the ‘social 

space where individuals interact, exchange goods and services, solve problems’, in 

addition to undertaking many other activities. In other words, the action arena is 

‘where the policy action is!’ (Polski & Ostrom, 1999: 20); here, it will be referred to 

merely as the policy arena. The climate change adaptation policy arena is highly 

complex and there are numerous policy actors with various interests. These policy 

actors are expected to be engaged in formulating and implementing policies to protect 

and enhance human health and safety, food security and the socio-economic 

wellbeing, as well as ecological wellbeing in an interrelated manner, in the face of 

challenges imposed by climate change (Kelly & Adger, 2000).   

 

As environmental policy influences many policy sectors, from agriculture to water 

management, more actors are drawn into the policy process. Therefore, climate change 

policy actors are not only those directly involved in the environmental policy arena, 

but include those from multiple policy arenas (Cortner, 2000). Actors that coalesce 

around a specific policy or policy approach constitute a ‘policy network’ (Smith, 
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1991). Actors in policy networks16 negotiate and act to exert power over each other 

and other policy actors, thus playing different roles in formulating and implementing 

policy in which they have a stake (Weible, 2008; Henning, 2009). The concept of 

policy networks is important in classifying and positioning policy actors with regard to 

agenda setting or framing policy (as discussed below), with respect to the degree of 

authority they hold.  

Defining policy problems 

Many environmental policy problems do not have a simple existence: they are 

complex, external conditions that affect many parties in different ways (Stewart, 1999: 

66). The values and attitudes, viewpoints, political ideologies and paradigms that 

policy actors hold play a key role in framing the policy position that defines policy 

problems and determines solutions for them, as discussed in Chapter 2 (also Dovers, 

2005; Harding et al,. 2009). For example, anthropocentric, reductionist viewpoints and 

a dominant social paradigm can lead to solutions that adversely impact on socio-

ecological sustainability. Different institutions, communities or sectors may look at the 

same policy problem from the viewpoint of different paradigms. Therefore the 

identification of policy problems calls for inclusive decision-making processes. Such 

processes involve diverse stakeholders interested in them, especially those of 

communities who might be most affected, to better define the policy problem and how 

to address it (Connelly & Richardson, 2004; Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2006).  

                                                 
16 If policy networks are seen as a continuum, ‘policy communities’ stand at one end, and ‘issue 

networks’ stand at the other (Smith, 1991). Policy communities are closely integrated, stable groups, 

which are seen to have considerable power over policy decisions. Entry into policy communities is 

defined by the sharing of common values and area of interest (Parsons, 1995). For example, a 

government agency and allied producer groups that regularly interact and share values, interests, 

predispositions, and even ideology about a particular policy arena may constitute a policy community 

(Howlette & Ramesh, 2003). Issue networks are more open and less stable, and the power they hold is 

more diffused. They typically have competing interests and a fluctuating membership, interact less 

regularly, and join the policy process in a ‘loose’ or weakly organised manner, except when controversy 

emerges (Smith, 1991). When controversial high-impact issues arrive in the policy arena, such as 

genetically modified crops or nuclear waste dumps, issue networks can quickly become more cohesive 

and powerful. In such controversial situations, policy influence may move from policy communities 

advocating the initiatives to issue networks contesting them (Radaelli, 1995). In other words, closed 

policy communities may lose influence, and more-pluralistic, open-issue networks may gain influence 

(Parsons, 1995; Carter & Hill, 2007). 
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Agenda setting or ‘deciding to decide’ 

Once a policy problem is identified there is a possibility of it being addressed if it is 

placed on a policy agenda (Howlette & Ramesh, 1998; Mintrom & Norman, 2009. 

Two types of policy agenda exist: the systemic agenda, often called the ‘public 

attention’ agenda; and the institutional agenda (Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). The 

systemic agenda is general and broad. It can contain many current problems; for 

example, the need to adapt to climate change (Cobb & Elder, 1971; Birkland, 1998). 

Actors informing the systemic agenda are typically the general public and NGOs. Not 

all problems in the systemic agenda are addressed because there are too many 

problems that draw the public attention, even during a short time span. It is only those 

problems that enter the institutional agenda through the systemic agenda (or public 

pressure) that have a better chance of resulting in implementable policy; as such policy 

will be supported by a wider array of stakeholders (Davis, Wanna, Warhurst & Wellar, 

1988).  

 

Once on the agenda, problems are prioritised or subjected to ‘agenda setting’. During 

agenda setting, politics play a key role in selecting issues for active policy 

consideration (Cobb & Elder, 1983; Parsons, 1995). Lindblom & Woodhouse (1993) 

are of the view that agenda setting is largely unresponsive to the inputs of ordinary 

people. In other words, they say that the general public does not have a large influence 

over the policy process. However, when ‘focusing events’ or critical situations or 

incidents that draw the attention of policy communities occur suddenly, the general 

public may take the front stage, pressuring bureaucrats and politicians to elevate these 

issues on to the institutional agenda (Burstein, 1991; Birkland, 1998; Laukkonen, 

Blanco, Lenhart, Keiner, Cavric & Kinuthia-Njenga, 2009).  

 

Actors informing the institutional agenda are typically bureaucrats, politicians, 

experts, and powerful interest groups from both the public and private sectors. Once 

problems find their way onto the institutional agenda, they receive serious attention 

from decision makers. Crises and disasters sometimes fall readily onto the institutional 

agenda, even bypassing the systemic agenda (Marzotto, Burnor & Bonham, 2000). 

The institutional agenda consists of ongoing policy problems that need to be 
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addressed, but have not yet been fully considered. When there are many policy 

problems already on the institutional agenda, it is difficult for new ones to be 

accepted. Some problems seen to be of lower priority might remain unaddressed over 

long periods (Cobb & Elder, 1971).  

 

The literature also identifies a ‘macro-political’ agenda, which comprises top-level 

bureaucrats, high-level political interests, and very strong interest groups working with 

them (Baumgartner & Jones, 1991). Opposition from a macro-political agenda can 

have a debilitating effect on issues on the institutional agenda awaiting policy change. 

However, even if issues are rejected from the macro-political agenda, these issues can 

make an entry later on (Mortensen, 2005).  

 

Consequently, Lindblom & Woodhouse (1993) argue that bureaucrats play a far 

greater role than elected officers do in agenda setting. In the process of agenda setting, 

policy problems that have feasible solutions have a better chance of being prioritised 

(Pralle, 2009). The opposite may hold true when a policy problem is cloaked with 

uncertainty, as in the case of climate change impacts, often leading to inaction. A 

typical example regarding climate change is the problem of greenhouse gases: this 

problem has been put on the global agenda, but has seen much inaction in addressing 

it through mitigation (e.g. Heazle, 2011).  

 

Policy problems typically tend to be excluded from government agendas if they 

threaten the status quo. As Bachrach & Baratz (1962) explained, the ‘mobilisation of 

bias’ can prevent agenda setting of certain problems, when ‘a set of predominant 

values, beliefs, rituals, and institutional procedures ('rules of the game') operate 

systematically and consistently to the benefit of certain persons and groups at the 

expense of others’ (Bachrach & Baratz, 1970:43). Cobb, Ross & Ross, (1976) too see 

agenda setting as a process of differential resource allocation to address certain policy 

problems that can threaten the positions of dominant policy actors. 
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Policy criteria for sustainability transitions 

O'Faircheallaigh (2009: 445) identifies several criteria in the following that provide a 

basis for assessing a policy process in terms of capacity to contribute to a policy that 

aims for socio-ecological sustainability outcomes.  

Adaptive decision making 

Policy decisions can produce results ranging from ‘one off’ decisions to adaptive ones. 

Adaptive decision-making is the process whereby all policy decisions in some way 

transform the problem being addressed (Foxon et al., 2009). One off decisions on the 

other hand attempt to resolve complex policy problems through reductionist 

perspectives, frequently leading to further issues. This is especially the case when 

policy problems are both irreducible and emergent as a result of interactions between 

components of complex socio-ecological system (Folke et al., 2010).  

 

Within the context of the adaptive management scenario as discussed in Chapters 3 

and 4, after a decision is taken, policy makers would revisit the problem and adjust its 

former objectives and goals (Loorbach, 2010). This requires policy processes to be 

reflexive, and to ‘look back and learn’ from the outcomes of previous policy, in order 

to go forward. This is also referred to as policy learning (Cundill & Fabricius, 2009). 

Being flexible and reflexive, adaptive policy processes provide better opportunities to 

identify new policy options, rather than being ‘locked-in’ to limited options (Dovers, 

2005).  

 

Adaptive decision-making enables policy actors to deal better with uncertainty and 

change. It not only allows policy objectives, activities and outcomes to be changed, 

but seeks new information to inform policy processes (Olsson et al., 2004; Cundill & 

Fabricius, 2009). The entry of new information thus facilitates policy learning among 

policy actors (Cundill & Fabricius, 2009). In promoting policy learning and reflexivity 

through adaptive decision making, a group of prominent new commentators contends 

that issues related to complex socio-ecological systems need to be understood through 

a multiplicity of viewpoints (for example, Pahl-Wostle, 2007; Berkes, 2009; Loorbach 

& Rotmans, 2009).  
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By continuing to draw lessons from past policies, adaptive policy processes can 

become increasingly innovative, producing policies that can improve the capacity of 

socio-ecological systems to change through establishing new technologies or 

practices. For example, new technologies may lead to the use of less water, or new 

participatory institutions may introduce practices that protect and distribute scarce 

water resources among diverse users in a just, equitable, and ecologically sustainable 

manner (Rotmans, van Asselt, Anastasi, Greeuw, Mellors, Peters, et al., 2000; Ostrom 

& Ostrom, 2004).  

Information availability in the policy process   

Information availability, especially new information provided by integrated and 

systemic knowledges, better enables constructive, multilevel perspectives as input in a 

policy process. Decision-making can then easily go beyond reductionist solutions that 

typically exacerbate the problem being addressed (Nortan & Toman, 1997). This is 

necessary for sustainability transitions, which require radical (or transformative) 

changes in technological, socio-cultural and economic sectors, endeavours and 

practices (Berkhout et al., 2009; Rotmans & Loorbach, 2009).  

 

Nicholson-Cole and O’Riordan (2009) reinforce the idea that sustainability policy 

requires expert or research-based information about climate change risks and 

vulnerabilities, as well as experience-based information derived through non-expert or 

civic values, cultures and identities (also Connick & Innes, 2003; Howes, 2005). 

Combining pluralistic top-down and bottom-up information leads to shared 

understandings needed for sustainability transitions (Hartley & Robertson, 2009), or 

transformative change (Toens & Landwehr, 2009; Huitema  & Meijerink, 2010; 

Tschakert & Dietrich, 2010). This also emphasises the importance of policy actors 

whose knowledge of past policies is accessible for the policy process, so that ‘deep’ 

sharing and reflection of information and policy learning are possible (Tschakert &  

Dietrich, 2010).  
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Participation in the policy process and authority over outcomes 

With climate change adaptation a multi-sectoral concern, there is a need for a high 

level of collaboration and cooperation between and across sectors; for example, in 

agriculture, fisheries and water resources. Collaborative and inclusive decision-

making better enables cross linkages between these sectors at regional, national and 

local levels. These, in turn, facilitate improved working relationships among policy 

makers, resource users and local communities to address complex problems (Plummer 

& Armitage, 2007).  

 

Folke et al. (2005) emphasise the importance of linkages and relationships among 

different groups and multiple levels, in furthering the understanding of system 

dynamics. Adaptive co-management, especially, enables innovative policies of 

collective interest, rather than policies that serve individual self-interests (Ostrom, 

2008b; Oughton, 2008). Such collective interest-oriented decision-making can also 

enhance the transparency and legitimacy of the policy process, which leads to higher 

public trust and support.  

 

According to Meadowcroft (2009), the legitimacy of policies and the policy process is 

crucial in addressing social resistance to change. Social resistance comes from 

communities when a policy is not accepted, or is only weakly accepted; that is, it must 

be ‘owned’ by all or most policy actors (Hindmarsh, 2008; Meadowcroft, 2009). 

Collaborative mechanisms may address this problem and make a policy more 

acceptable by engendering local appropriateness and by enabling deliberative 

participation in decision-making (Kemp & Martens, 2007; Hindmarsh, 2008, 2010; 

Meadowcroft, 2009). Such deliberation helps creates linkages and remove barriers for 

diverse stakeholder communication and understanding (van de Kerkhof  & Wieczorek, 

2005; Bai, Wieczorek, Kaneko, Lisson & Contreras 2009; Foxon et al., 2009). For 

example, in the case of environmental policy, Eckersley (2004) recommends more 

deliberative forms of participation in preference to bargaining or attempting to merely 

aggregate preferences. 

 

Collaboration is thus important to bring together constructively a broad range of value 

positions and rationalities originating from differing social, scientific and institutional 
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backgrounds, through open communication of information in a multiplicity of 

directions and times, in order to allow policy learning and policy innovation  (Cundill 

& Fabricius, 2009; Hendriks, 2009; Hindmarsh, 2010; Smith, Voβ & Grin. 2010). 

Effective participation can be enhanced through policy process that allows greater 

decisional influence and input for participants; this in turn can enhance commitment 

to, and accountability of, policy change (Selman, 2000; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; 

Hindmarsh, 2010). Devolution or decentralisation of authority to a wide range of 

stakeholders can empower participants to move beyond information exchange and 

planning of policy, into cooperative implementation of concrete initiatives and 

evaluation of their outcomes (Selman, 2000; Konisky & Beierle, 2001; Ostrom, 

2008b).  

Policy alternatives and decision criteria 

A policy process that seeks sustainability transitions needs to allow many decision 

alternatives to be considered during policy processes. Entry of many decision 

alternatives into the process signifies greater political willingness to steer in a 

direction that is different from the status quo (van de Kerkhof  & Wieczorek, 2005). 

Availability of many alternatives facilitates innovative experimentation and in turn, 

policy learning (Tschakert & Dietrich, 2010). Decision criteria used in the policy 

process play an important role in guiding policy content and outcomes (May, 1992). 

For example, if policy actors assign more weight to short-term economic gain over 

long-term social and environmental costs, the resultant policy will not effectively 

enable socio-ecological sustainability. Crises and disasters, as features of climate 

change, can play a major role in prompting policy actors to select different kinds of 

criteria to evaluate policy alternatives, especially when the disaster can also be 

attributed to some past policy or practice. So when droughts or floods are attributed to 

climate change, such claims can give rise to policies that prioritise action to reduce 

GHG emissions (e.g. Jenkins-Smith, 1991; Dryzek, 2006). 

 

Policy positions and values held by individuals in policy communities and issue 

networks play an important role in determining decision criteria that are used for 

evaluating policy alternatives (Burstein, 1991; Meadowcroft, 1997; Harding, 1998; 

Swart et al., 2003). The dominant paradigm upon which weak sustainability is built is 
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based on three fundamental beliefs. First, that technology is the primary solution to 

overcome resource scarcities and environmental problems; second, that unfettered 

economic growth can best fix ecological problems; and third, that political reform 

based on the prior two will solve environmental issues (Dunlap et al., 2000; Dunlap, 

2008). Policies founded on these beliefs clearly prioritise sustained economic growth 

over socio-ecological sustainability, as is advanced by the burgeoning literature 

critiquing weak sustainability and sustainable development (as discussed in Chapter 

2). 

 

Socio-ecological sustainability is not totally based on decision alternatives founded on 

specialised knowledge or on ‘knowledge holders’ made up of experts and advisors. 

Sustainability transitions are also dependent on decision alternatives that are based 

upon local knowledge and practices, insight, and past experience (Carter & Hill 2007). 

Therefore, considering a diversity of policy alternatives that are not based on the 

dominant paradigm is highly conducive for sustainability (Carruthers, 2001; Castro, 

2004; Tukker, 2005). Moreover, the number of decision alternatives considered during 

the policy process and use of a variety of decision criteria to evaluate them, indicates 

the openness and legitimacy of the policy process and helps ensure acceptability of the 

policy to relevant stakeholder groups (Oughton, 2008).  

The time period over which policy effects are considered 

Radical or transformational change to social, economic and ecological spheres needed 

for transitions can be implemented only through policies that have long-term time 

frames (Nill & Kemp, 2009). In particular, for sustainability policy, there is a need to 

take into account inter-generational consequences such as the maintenance of soil 

fertility and water quality (Meadowcroft, 1997; Bulmer, 2007; Lautensach, 2009). 

Such considerations are not visible, for example, in short-term policies that promote 

the use of chemical fertilisers through heavy subsidies that seek to maximise yield for 

the present generation (Lélé, 1991).  

 

An indirect outcome of such policies is broad-based unsustainability, often irreversible 

over lengthy periods. For example, the indiscriminate use and overuse of chemical 

fertilizers lead to polluted run-off to inland streams and water bodies, which reduce 
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environmental soil and water quality over the long-term and affect farmers’ future 

livelihoods and food security. Policy interventions that seek to address problems such 

as poverty without due consideration to long-term policy outcomes cannot well enable 

socio-ecological sustainability. 

 

Climate change adaptation policy has to respond to immediate, short-term and long-

term hazards and risks imposed on vulnerable communities. Therefore, policy process 

needs to allow for policy impacts over variable time periods. Consequently, in 

building long-term adaptive capacity it is necessary for the policy process to take into 

account long-term consequences through forward looking, anticipatory policy 

processes (Bochel & Shaxson, 2007; Kraft, 2007; Urwin & Jordan, 2008).  

Resource availability and distribution among participants  

Transitions are long-term processes that depend on the capacity of actors to remain in 

the policy process long enough to effect transitions. This is directly related to the 

availability and distribution of resources. Hendricks (2009) highlights the problem that 

many stakeholder groups cannot participate in the policy process effectively, not only 

due to weak public engagement practices but also due to lack of resources. Resources 

required for participation assume the form of skills, time, networks, relevant 

knowledge and motivation (Lowndes, Pratchett & Stoker, 2006; Borowski & Pahl-

Wostl, 2008). Fischer (2006) reinforces the need to actively mobilise and distribute 

these resources, as they are important in organising and facilitating effective 

participation.  

 

The uncertainty surrounding climate-change-related issues further reduces 

opportunities for broader participation. This happens when policy makers decide that 

ecological systems and associated crises are only understood if and when there is 

sufficient scientific, expert-based information available (Dror, 1964; Jones & 

Baumgartner, 2005). Policy makers may then allocate resources disproportionately, so 

as to procure expert skills to procure relevant information. This bias, in turn, can limit 

the availability of resources that make broad-based participation possible (Pahl-Wostl, 

2002). Thus, inequitable distribution or non-availability of resources within policy 

processes often leads to exclusion of the most vulnerable and least politically strong 
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groups from the decision-making process (Thomas & Twyman, 2005; Adger et al., 

2005), so that their voices are neither heard nor accepted. Local social knowledges that 

may have much to contribute to address the problem under consideration, may be 

disregarded due to lack of resource availability or their inequitable distribution among 

policy actors (Hindmarsh, 2012).   

The time allocated for the policy process 

As sustainability transitions call for strong collaborative participation, the building up 

of multiple linkages and adaptive decision-making, considerable time is required for 

the policy process to run its course (Elzen & Wieczorek, 2005; Hindmarsh, 2012). 

According to van de Kerkhof (2005), radical policy changes such as those required for 

sustainability transitions can occur only when there is sufficient time for policy actors 

to generate new perceptions and beliefs (van dr Kerkhof & Wieczorek, 2005: 736). 

Sufficient time and means of motivation are needed so that policy process can 

accommodate bottom-up approaches, which can better enable the input of social 

knowledges and learning into the policy process (Borowski & Pahl-Wostl, 2008; 

Hindmarsh, 2012).  

 

While policy integration is reflected in most of the criteria for sustainability identified 

above by O'Faircheallaigh (2009), vertical and horizontal policy integration is not 

explicitly identified as a sustainability criterion. Since many authors have identified 

the importance policy integration the following section reviews literature on policy 

integration. 

Policy integration 

Institutional fragmentation, that is, the ‘silo-like’ nature of institutional structures, can 

prevent policy integration leading to policies that are reductionist and highly 

unsustainable. For example, some policy institutions may deny that climate change is 

imposing threats or risks on ‘their’ areas of jurisdiction. In doing so, they might draw 

on arguments that the scientific evidence is not sufficient. However, overwhelming 

evidence indicates that climate change is occurring (IPCC, 2007), and as the threats 

are so great, policy institutions have a public responsibility to meet, in taking 
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precautionary approaches. Lack of sectoral integration allows these institutions to 

repudiate sectoral risks and retain their own institutional stabilities (Brookes, 2003; 

Beck, 2009). 

 

Denials that there are policy problems associated with climate change are also due to 

policy actors’ unawareness or neglect of the complexity of the problem, and their 

inclination to take reductionist or fragmented outlooks (Handmer & Dovers, 1996; 

Hindmarsh, 2012). When issues become visible through a sudden calamity and are put 

on the policy agenda, institutions may attempt to address them reactively. However, if 

such incidents are yet to become evident, and when there is uncertainty, existing 

institutions are not equipped to understand the real policy problem or it’s associated 

and interconnected complexities (Beck, 2009). This can lead to the reductionist 

approach dominating the policy process, a situation that can be prevented only through 

policy processes that seek sectoral policy integration (Jordan & Lenschow, 2010), and 

broader stakeholder inclusion. 

 

Sectoral policy integration can also enable the generation of co-produced knowledge, 

which consists of interrelated technical and social knowledges accumulated by 

different institutions over time, and which is very pertinent for sustainability policy 

(Martens & Rotmans, 2005). Therefore, adopting an integrative approach is essential 

for sustainability-based climate change adaptation policy development, to better 

address emergent problems in socio-ecological systems (O’Riordan & Jordan, 1997; 

Jordan & Lenschow, 2010).  

Theoretical models of the policy process 

The objective of this section is to determine how the characteristics of different 

models of the policy process contribute to the formulation of policy. For this purpose, 

key characteristics of selected policy process models were assessed using the 

sustainability criteria outlined above. This has helped determine how these models 

might be of use in enabling or inhibiting the formulation of appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy. The four models to be reviewed are incrementalism, the rational 

comprehensive model, elitism and pluralism.  
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Incrementalism 

Incrementalist policy process has three major characteristics which are discussed in 

the following. First, it normally allows only small or incremental changes to existing 

policy. Second, it highlights limits to human capacity to find solutions for complex 

problems, which requires the policy process to take frequent successive steps to 

previous policy in finding these solutions. The third characteristic is its emphasis on 

partisan politics. 

Incremental changes 

Incrementalism proposes policy solutions that do not deviate substantially from the 

status quo (Jones, 1999; Clark, 2002). Therefore, a basic premise of incrementalism is 

the overall satisfactory nature of the existing policy, and hence it sanctions policy-

makers to only change existing policies at the margins (Dror, 1964). Since incremental 

policy models favour the status quo, incrementalism is identified as a ‘largely remedial 

and rarely therapeutic’ policy process, which has limited validity in formulating 

transitional climate change adaptation policy to a socio-ecological sustainability 

framework (Frohock, 1979: 52; Hill, 2005). 

 

Because incrementalism is incapable of fundamental changes, this policy process 

model has been described as leading to policy ‘inertia’ (Dror, 1964:155). Since 

incrementalism allows only ‘little change or change that does not represent a 

significant break with the past’ (Jordan, Wurzel & Zito, 2003: 216), the policy process 

deals only with policy alternatives close to existing policy (Lindblom, 1959). As such, 

incrementalism has been posited as utilising only conservative policy criteria; for 

example, those related to the dominant paradigm, to evaluate policy alternatives 

(Stone, 2002). This encourages currently prevalent unsustainability driven regimes to 

dominate (Schlager & Blomquist, 1996).  

 

In the case of climate change, the complex and emergent nature of problems and 

associated complexities call instead for consideration of a broad range of decision 

alternatives (Jones, 1999). According to Dror (1964), incrementalism is justified only 

when the policy problem is simple and remains unchanged over time. However, 
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climate changes that alter conditions drastically or comprehensively are not amenable 

to incremental policy changes. In other words, for incrementalism to be considered as 

an appropriate policy process model, it is necessary that existing conditions—for 

example, institutional structures, availability of resources, and biophysical 

environmental conditions—remain unchanged and stable over lengthy periods of time 

(Dror, 1964; Lindblom, 1964:157). Such stability does not exist in relation to climate 

change, and the multi-sectoral issues associated with this policy arena further test the 

incremental model.  

 

Incrementalism has a limited capacity for policy integration. This is because the 

incremental policy model inherently reflects disjointed and limited policy options 

through a process of ‘muddling through’, rather than taking a holistic, integrated 

approach. 

Limits in human capacity and ‘muddling through’ 

The second major characteristic of incrementalism is ‘bounded rationality’ or the 

acknowledgement of limits in human capacity (a) to comprehend all of the aspects of a 

policy problem, especially when they are embedded in complexity and uncertainty, 

and (b) to then evaluate all available policy solutions in a comprehensive manner.  

 

In considering policy options that are only incrementally different from the existing 

policy, incrementalism repudiates the need for comprehensive analysis of information. 

Climate change adaptation policy involves a multiplicity of sectors and levels and can 

demand unsurmountable quantities of information and different types of knowledges, 

which according to incrementalism, cannot be collected or analysed within limited 

human capacity, available time and resources (Hill, 2005). 

 

To overcome these, incrementalist policy process looks at problems in what reflects a 

disjointed manner, where different aspects of the problem are investigated separately. 

In other words, disjointed incrementalism ‘muddles through’ in attempting to find 

solutions in the face of overriding limitations arising from lack of human capacity to 

address complexity and uncertainty (Lindblom, 1964; Wildavsky, 1979) Accordingly, 

incrementalism can allow frequent changes to be made in the policy, dependent on the 
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length of time between policy reviews. However, as increamenalism considers policy 

alternatives in a ‘disjointed’ manner, they may not well display effective policy 

learning and reflexivity (Feindt & Flynn, 2009). 

  

In the case of climate change adaptation, incremental change might take a longer time 

to move towards making communities better prepared for climate change impacts 

(Dror, 1964). Also, given its ‘muddle through’ approach, incrementalism may not be 

interested or capable of looking at long-term impacts of a policy, as it follows only a 

‘small change’ approach (Allen & Curtis, 2005). Climate change impacts increase 

existing vulnerabilities of communities over longer time frames. It is thus questionable 

whether disjointed incrementalism with a short-term focus can adequately address 

long-term policy problems associated with climate change in any meaningful way 

(Kemp et al., 2007; Assadourian, 2010).  

 

Nevertheless, it is argued that acceptance of a policy change among all stakeholders 

allows opportunities for better implementation (Flynn & Kroger, 2003; Hendriks, 

2009). Thus, incremental change allows groups disadvantaged by a policy to adjust to 

new situations gradually. In this case, incremental change may be more acceptable 

than radical policy changes. It is also argued that incrementalism allows the avoidance 

of unforseen issues arising through radical change (Alexander, 1984). However, when 

the status quo and the existing policy are not appropriate or adequate for adapting to 

dynamic characteristics of climate change threats, a policy model that can enable 

transformational change is needed.   

Political contest and mutual partisan adjustment 

By giving politics a central role in policy process, incrementalism denies that policy 

decisions are also based on meaningful analysis of a multiplicity of information 

sources. According to Lindblom & Woodhouse (1993), policy actors working in 

fragmented policy areas usually seek to cooperate with each other to avoid having to 

engage in conflicts. Lindblom (1959:532) calls this situation ‘partisan mutual 

adjustment’. Here, partisans agree to consider and accept policy alternatives 

acceptable to all ‘partisans’. Mutual partisan adjustment thus tries to avoid the 



101 

 

gridlock or strong resistance to certain policy options generated through the demands 

of certain partisans, and attempts to arrive at a compromise (Frohock, 1979).  

 

Though the incrementalist policy model does not stress the use of information for 

policy learning, information, especially expert-generated information, is used as a tool 

during the process of partisan mutual adjustment (Frohock, 1979). For example, when 

partisans need to arrive at a compromise, information becomes a useful ‘tool’ to 

support or rationalise a certain policy choice. Using information as a tool requires that 

it can be verified by other partisans; for example, to be statistically significant. Such 

verifiable information is useful to argue a point and push a certain policy position in a 

convincing manner (Lindblom, 1980; 1997; Adger et al., 2005).  

 

However, not all forms of knowledge and information that need to be considered in 

formulation of climate change adaptation policy are amenable to such positivist 

evaluation (Smit, Burton, Klien & Street, 1999). The situation worsens when it involves 

complexities associated with climate change that defy the generation of information 

through positivist means, especially due to the factoring in of large scale uncertainties. 

All these facts further diminish the significance of incrementalism as a policy model 

for prime use in climate change adaptation policy formulation. 

 

As signalled above, incrementalism also allows policy actors to filter in information 

that supports their own values and viewpoints, while withholding information that 

contradicts them. By retaining information in the hands of only certain policy actors, 

imbalances in power distribution are created, leaving some policy actors with more 

authority over policy outcomes (Etzioni, 1986). It is only when all participants or 

stakeholders have authority over policy outcomes that trust and commitment to 

support innovative and transformational policies become established (Ansell & Gash, 

2008).  

 

As incremental policy process is predominantly based on partisan politics, the choices 

of stronger political powers prevail in the selection of policy goals and alternatives 

(Lindblom, 1980: 28). Innovative policies are also best based on reflexivity and 

deliberation. Reflexivity is fuelled through a multiplicity of information held by 

different and diverse participants (Smith & Stirling, 2007). Therefore, incrementalism 
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does not well enable the reflexivity and deliberativeness needed for sustainability 

transitions (Berkhout et al., 2006; Hendricks, 2009).  

Rational comprehensive model 

The rational comprehensive model (RCM) is based on two key characteristics. First is 

the requirement to fix long-term policy goals in a rational and logical manner (Hill, 

2005). The second is the value it places on the expert knowledge of policy actors, 

aligned with a belief in the accuracy and utility of information collected and 

comprehensively analysed (Lindblom & Woodhouse, 1993; McLain & Lee, 1996).  

Fixing policy goals and alternatives to reach goals 

In fixing policy goals, the RCM attempts to consider all possible goals and selects 

policy options to best reach these goals. Considering the time, resources and effort 

deployed in comprehensive analysis of information through which policy goals have 

been fixed, it is not possible to change these goals adaptively. Therefore, the practice 

prescribed by the RCM in collecting and evaluating information comprehensively, and 

then fixing distinct policy goals, makes it impossible for the policy process to be 

reflexive and adaptive (McLain & Lee, 1996; Lowe, 2003). Therefore, one-off 

decisions are a characteristic feature of the rational comprehensive policy process 

(Fisher, 2003).  

 

Policy problems associated with climate change, on the other hand, are not static, but 

keep changing constantly with changing social, economic and ecological 

circumstances (Capra et al., 1984). This changing or evolving nature of problems 

demands flexible policy goals and adaptive policy approaches. In facing uncertainties 

imposed by climate change, policies cannot be restricted by a predetermined 

‘optimum’ goal, but require flexibility and adaptiveness (Cundill & Fabricius, 2009).  

 

Furthermore, when policy goals are fixed over the long-term, institutions are likely to 

be conservative and protectionist of the goals and policy alternatives that they have 

chosen (McLain & Lee, 1996; Fenella, Plummer & Marschke, 2008). This can lead to 

failures in past policy being ignored or worse, hidden, rather than addressed to enable 
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constructive policy learning and adaptive changing of policy goals and approaches, as 

needed for sustainability transitions (Cundill & Fabricius, 2009). 

Reliance on expert knowledge and expert-based information  

The RCM depends on the capacity of experts to analyse and process huge amounts of 

complex information. For example, the RCM privileges scientific predictions of future 

climatic conditions and scenarios developed through large-scale modelling (Adger, 

2003b, Hill, 2005). Since only people with very sophisticated analytical skills are able 

to generate such information, the RCM privileges technical expertise in the policy 

process. As comprehensive rationalism assumes a high capacity of technical expertise 

of individual policy-makers, there is little call for broad participation under the RCM 

(Etzioni, 1986). Therefore, the RCM is an expert-driven policy process model and has 

a general disregard for place-based knowledges that have co-evolved with socio-

ecological systems (Collier & Scot, 2009; Hindmarsh, 2012).  

 

Chapter 4 indicated the significance of context-specific community-based knowledges. 

It is clear that assessing and evaluating policy alternatives based on these knowledges 

require considerable time. Time is also needed to involve multiple sectoral interests in 

collaborative processes for the collection and evaluation of relevant information 

(Head, 2007; Hindmarsh, 2009, 2012). Comprehensive rationality does not refer 

explicitly to the time allocated for the policy process. However, it is implied that 

unlimited time is allowed, especially for data collection and for the comprehensive 

evaluation of alternatives (Arnstein, 1969). 

 

Time is also crucial for policy learning that can enable paradigm shifts in individuals’ 

and institutions’ viewpoints and policy positions, which need to be initiated and 

supported through multiple forms of knowledge (Brugnach, Dewulf, Pahl-Wostl & 

Taillieu 2008; Krasny, Lundholm & Plummer, 2010). This is because such knowledge 

is based on a diverse range of learning and experiences, and reflexivity (Beck, Bonss 

& Lau, 2003; Hindmarsh, 2012). The RCM may provide considerable resources for 

the generation of information and comprehensive evaluation of expert-centred 

technical alternatives. However, it is not clear whether resources for accessing and 

using other forms of knowledge are equitably distributed among broad-based 
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stakeholder groups; for example place-based traditional skills and knowledges that 

already exist within socio-ecological repertoires of communities.  

 

Information that can support climate change adaptation policy cannot disregard the 

importance of local knowledge-based information and experiences. It is only through 

such collective knowledges of societal groups that multiple causes which give rise to 

community vulnerability can be understood (Collier & Scott, 2009). Thus, given the 

complex, uncertain, and unpredictable nature of climate change impacts—and given 

the involvement of numerous variables in socio-ecological systems that cannot be 

controlled—the reliance on science-based evidence for policy making as advocated 

through the RCM is of limited use for climate change adaptation policy development 

(Pittock, 2010).  

 

For practical purposes, only a limited number of institutions and experts can be 

involved in the RCM’s comprehensive analysis of information (Dror, 1964). If climate 

change adaptation is seen as a policy arena under the purview of one or few 

institutions, more resources will be allocated for these institutions to engage in rational 

comprehensive analysis. An equitable allocation of time and resources will not be 

allowed for the greater majority. There is a high possibility for institutions and experts 

involved in the collection and analysis of information to thus become hegemonic. 

Hegemonic institutions are those that influence the ideas and agendas of others 

through their superior resources or status (Shafer, 2006; Angel & Rock, 2009). Being 

hegemonic, these institutions act to impose their paradigms and policy positions on 

other stakeholders.  

 

Neither would hegemonic institutions deem it necessary to allocate time and resources 

equally for all other stakeholders. Sometimes key institutions may consult 

stakeholders initially to obtain information and data, but are not open for deliberation 

over different points of view (Alexander, 1984; Head, 2008). These closed institutions 

can prevent the evaluation of a broad range of policy options and alternatives, as well 

as the use of sustainability oriented criteria for their evaluation (Nilsen, 2010). 

 

The literature indicates that the RCM’s dependency on its own information production 

can have two contradictory tendencies. On one hand, individuals and institutions are 
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privileged that possess technical analytical skills, leading to the exclusion of others. 

On the other hand, reliance on comprehensive analysis of information makes it harder 

for stronger political interests to push their own political positions. That is, the RCM’s 

capacity to base policy decisions on comprehensive analysis of information can 

prevent self-interested or counter elitist interventions in the policy process, as policies 

are based on comprehensive analysis of information. In some ways, then, 

comprehensive analysis of information can ensure procedural justice, as policy actors 

will not be swayed by the demands of elites or strong political interests.  

 

Furthermore, dependence on comprehensive analysis of information within the policy 

process allows policy actors the ‘veil of ignorance’ (Rawls 1985). They still take 

decisions based on self-interest, but are ignorant of who will lose or benefit from their 

decisions as the policy process is entirely based on scientific information, which allow 

policy actors to decide on policy options without any bias towards self-interest 

(Lautensach, 2009).  

 

By association, the RCM is criticised about the problem of ‘analysis paralysis’ (Stone, 

2002: 233), which can occur when the collection of information and comprehensive 

analyses of alternatives can become overwhelming (Hill, 2005). This is the case with 

complex policy problems such as those associated with climate change adaptation 

policy, when actors in a multiplicity of sectors and levels, holding different values and 

organisational objectives become involved (Tompkins & Adger, 2004; Bührs, 2009). 

Under these conditions, in some examples, arriving at a policy option can be difficult. 

A clear example of this is given in the case of greenhouse gas emissions mitigation at 

the international level.  

 

An alternative to avoid this condition is to collect only limited relevant information, 

and to evaluate only some alternatives. This approach is termed bounded or limited 

rationality or satisficing (Fisher, 2003), where actors do not attempt to choose an 

alternative to maximise demands, but only to satisfy them. However, this mechanism 

can open room for the manipulative exclusion of information that does not suit the 

viewpoints, policy positions and paradigms of some actors. Clearly, it can make policy 

process less open and transparent in certain circumstances. 
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Elitism 

According to elitism, only certain groups have power and resources to influence policy 

decision making. This power may come from someone’s official position, social or 

financial status or knowledge and expertise (Hill, 1997). The elitist policy model 

suggests that the policy process is nothing but the working of elites to achieve their 

own ends (Heywood, 2007). This brings in two key characteristics of the elite policy 

model. The first is the privileged position of policy actors; the second is its top-down 

nature.  

The privileged nature of policy actors 

Elites, according to Morrison & Dunlap (1986), are groups privileged over others due 

to their status in financial, social or technical fields. In the elitist model, elites have 

power and authority over the formulation, implementation and outcomes of a policy 

process, because the policy is predominantly to serve their own purposes. The State is 

the instrument through which the elites dominate the policy arena (Hill, 1997:47). The 

objective of elites is to maximise their wealth and power. In the neoliberal context, 

elites holding the dominant paradigm support prolonged growth of the economy. For 

this purpose they depend on technological fixes and better management to provide 

solutions for any environmental and social problems caused through policies that 

support sustained economic growth, as discussed in Chapter 3.  

 

Like the RCM, the elitist model does not mention the time-period over which policy 

decisions are considered. However, it is implicit that this time period is short, as elite 

benefits are desired early, as evident by policies that lead to continued emission of 

greenhouse gasses in growth oriented economies, in both the developed and 

developing worlds. In the context of the dominant neoliberal status quo, there may 

also be examples where long-term benefits for elites are considered, but elitism does 

not have a requirement to consider long-term benefits for the masses or for socio-

ecological systems (Folke et al., 2005). As discussed in Chapter 4, policies required 

for long-term sustainability-based adaptation are grounded on ideals such as non-

consumerist societies, equity, justice and redistribution of the benefits of development. 
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Such ideals are contrary to beliefs held by elites, whose interests are more inclined 

towards economic growth and rapid gains (Greenwood & Holt, 2010). 

 

It is the economic elite that usually dominate policy process in growth-oriented 

developing countries (Shafer, 2006). They limit consideration of social and 

environmental repercussions of proposed policies in strongly supporting the 

maintenance of the growth-oriented status quo over lengthy periods of time 

(Davidson, 2005; Soderbaum & Brown, 2010). Therefore, in strongly elitist policy 

process, innovative policy alternatives not aligned to the dominant paradigm are not 

considered. The concerns or demands of elitist policy actors with authority and 

resources get priority over those of non-elites. Policy decisions are likely to be one-off 

rather than adaptive, because new policies are based not on reflexivity or policy 

learning but on rationalities and the predetermined status quo interests of the elite.  

Top-down nature  

Elitism is a top-down policy process because it considers elites are the best equipped 

to make policy decisions (Meadowcroft, 1997; Connelly, 2007). During elitist policy 

processes, broad-based participation might sometime occur, but without serious effect 

on policy learning (for example, Hindmarsh, 2010). For example, weak consultation 

of civic interests and other stakeholders may occur towards the end of the policy 

process, but this occurs only once policy directions are established and policy content 

has taken shape, and is designed to provide some semblance of democratic process 

and legitimacy (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994). Stakeholders may also be contacted 

only to be informed of the new policy or to request their assistance with its 

implementation (Fraser, Dougill, Mabee, Reed & McAlpine, 2006). Therefore, even in 

policy process where there may be partisans with socio-ecological sustainability 

orientation, it is the more powerful growth-oriented elites that so far have been 

accorded more time and resources (Fraser et al., 2006).  

 

One variant of elitism, ‘technocratic elitism’, is imbued with the idea that non-elite 

stakeholders are deficient in knowledge and experience, and hence unable to 

contribute any valuable inputs. As such, the policy process is limited and closed 

(Lawhon & Murphy, 2011). Information that suits elite interests is used as tools or 
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instruments; for example, biased information can be used for instrumental purposes in 

agenda setting processes or as evidence to block alternative viewpoints of opponents 

(Weible, 2008). Accordingly, in the elite policy model, information is not considered 

in a balanced and holistic manner, as elitism serves the predetermined agenda of a 

powerful few.  

 

According to Parsons (2002), the most important use of information, especially 

information about past policies and their outcomes, is for policy learning. As 

economic growth-oriented elite policy processes are top-down, short, closed and 

limited, they do not allow policy learning or opportunities for sustainability 

transitions.  

Pluralism 

A policy process modelled on pluralism reflects the view that power to influence 

policy decisions is widely distributed among different groups. Clegg (1989) states that 

the pluralist policy model is based on ‘concession and consensus’. Different groups 

are provided with concessions to obtain their consensus for certain policy decisions. 

The pluralist model speaks of the action of groups with different sources of power, 

such as political, economic, cultural and ethnic, within the policy process (Clegg, 

1989).  

 

According to the pluralist policy model, at any particular example, one or more groups 

become more influential, depending on their access to available resources. This means 

that all groups have power to influence certain decisions if they seriously want to do 

so, and that no group is dominant in the decision-making process on a long-term basis 

(Heywood, 2007). 

 

There are several models that discuss policy change under pluralist conditions. Three 

popular models are (a) the advocacy coalition framework; (b) the punctuated 

equilibrium model; and (c) the multiple-stream model. The common feature of these 

models is the clearly visible interplay of different interests in the policy process. Such 

intense interactions among policy actors do not allow one party or group to dominate 

over long periods of time, as happens in elitist policy processes. These models were 
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selected for discussion because they explain how and why radical policy changes 

occur in some situations, and incrementalism in others. 

The advocacy coalition framework 

The advocacy coalition framework (ACF) is a model in which pluralistic policy 

subsystems are seen to interact with each other (Sabatier, 1999: 149). For example, in 

the climate change adaptation policy arena, there are several policy subsystems. These 

subsystems consist of different groupings of stakeholders who are seriously concerned 

about a certain issue. In other words, policy subsystems comprise advocacy 

coalitions17 (or groupings, or policy clusters) of active stakeholders from all levels of 

government, multiple interest groups, media interests, and research institutions and 

networks, as they compete over a substantive issue and attempt to set the agenda and 

translate their own policy objectives into government policy (Weible & Sabatier, 

2005: 181).  

 

Sometimes there are dominant coalitions within a subsystem, and sometimes all 

advocacy coalitions have the same power. A policy system is conceptually outlined in 

Figure 5.1, showing one policy subsystem and its advocacy coalitions.   

Though there are different advocacy coalitions, it is the belief system of the dominant 

coalition that prevails at a particular point of time. Despite this, the ACF is pluralistic 

because the model explains how the dominance of coalitions can change, or how a 

previously dominant coalition can be replaced by a non-dominant advocacy coalition.  

 

Different coalitions having different secondary belief systems can lead to constant 

dispute (Wellstead, Davidson & Stedman, 2006). However, there can be inter-

coalition coordination among different advocacy coalitions and sometimes even 

                                                 
17 Usually there are one to four advocacy coalitions in a policy subsystem, and within each coalition, 

members show a ‘nontrivial degree of coordinated activity over time’ (Sabatier, 1998: 120). Advocacy 

coalitions are groups who share a common belief system. All advocacy coalitions within a policy 

subsystem share a common ‘policy core belief’, which bonds all advocacy coalitions within the 

subsystem. However, coalitions may differ from each other by the ‘secondary belief systems’ that they 

hold, which are usually empirically based. These beliefs are easier to change since they can be formed 

or changed through entry of new information and events (Weible, 2007: 99). Each advocacy coalition is 

determined to make sure that its belief system gets reflected through policy; but to do so they often use 

agenda setting tactics (Weible, Pattison & Sabatier, 2010). 
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functional dependencies when one coalition cannot carry out its functions without 

another performing its own mandate (Weible, Sabatier & McQueen, 2009). This 

demonstrates an ability of different coalitions to coordinate with each other for 

resources or information.  

 

Figure 5.1 Conceptual diagram of a policy system according to the advocacy coalition 

framework 

Source: Sabatier (1999: 149) 

According to the ACF, three mechanisms exist for policy change (Weible et al., 2009). 

First, policy change occurs through changes in ‘Relatively Stable Parameters18’, which 

occur only over a decade or more. These can be, for example, changes in the dominant 

developmental paradigm or changes in perceptions regarding the scope of the State to 

address climate-change-related issues (Schlager & Blomquist, 1996). This mechanism 

is not often triggered, and it is the second mechanism that is the more common. 

 

The second mechanism of policy change is through External System Events, which 

can act in several ways. External System Events19 can lead to change in policy through 

                                                 
18 Relatively Stable Parameters’ comprising basic, relatively-fixed attributes of the problem area, such 

as fundamental socio-cultural values and paradigms, and basic institutional rules and structures 

(Sabatier, 1999). 
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mobilising public support to displace the dominant coalition with a minor coalition 

whose belief system has become newly accepted by the public (Weible & Sabatier, 

2005). The third mechanism is through a redistribution of resources among advocacy 

coalitions, which can also lead to a shifting of the dominant coalition. For example, 

such change is possible when new venues open up in the form of a new agency or a 

new system, which will allow a non-dominant advocacy coalition to canvass its own 

belief system (Weible & Sabatier, 2005).  

 

In following this line of argument, the next section examines how the ACF negotiate 

sustainability criteria such as the use of information, participation, policy integration, 

time allocated for the policy process, availability of alternatives and the authority over 

policy outcomes.  

Belief Systems 

According to the ACF, fundamental policy changes occur only if policy core beliefs 

are challenged. These beliefs are usually so stable that in the absence of a serious 

external event - External System Events, policy core belief change can occur only 

through long-term accumulation of information or learning (Sabatier, 1991; Real-

Dato, 2009). This underlying assumption of the advocacy coalition framework makes 

it clear that information is used in the ACF in three ways. The first is for instrumental 

use to support the decision-making process (Carter & Hill, 2007). The second is for 

policy learning, as unprecedented amounts of knowledge and learning are required for 

change of belief systems and subsequent policy change, which occur over decades. 

The third occurs in highly contentious situations, when dominant institutions may 

engage in attempts to modify behaviour of others, through the use of instruments such 

as training and research (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999: 139).  

 

Coalitions may also use policy analysts and scientists who generate information to 

obtain better authority over policy outcomes, by swaying other's opinions (Weible, 

2007). That is, bureaucrats form coalitions with those who hold information, even if 

                                                                                                                                             
19 External System Events’; these may consist of changes in environmental conditions, in public 

opinion, in systemic governing coalition and impacts, or in policy decisions in other sectors (Sabatier, 

1999). 
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they do not have similar secondary beliefs, so that ‘winning’ coalitions can be 

established that ‘tip the balance’ by enhancing the availability of information that 

serves their interests (Weible & Sabatier, 2005: 193). 

 

When there are power struggles among advocacy coalitions based on the beliefs that 

they hold and protect, coalitions may either engage in inter-coalitional coordination, 

wherein conflicting coalitions try to get together to formulate and implement strategies 

on less contentious issues, or use the services of a policy broker (Meadowcroft, 1997). 

The ACF identifies a policy broker as an institution or individual whose function is to 

resolve conflicts, rather than an entity that is keen on promoting a particular policy 

alternative (Sabatier, 1980).  

 

By allowing many groups of participants to enter the policy subsystem, the ACF is 

highly pluralist and open for participatory decision-making. Therefore, the ACF model 

provides an opportunity for different advocacy coalitions to deliberate as is necessary 

for sustainability transitions (Sabatier, 1991). This also implies that the ACF can allow 

sufficient time for the policy process, not only for deliberation, but also for policy 

learning and changing of belief systems.  

 

Policy alternatives considered during the policy process depend on the composition of 

advocacy coalitions involved (Collier & Scot, 2009). The existence of a number of 

coalitions allows different policy alternatives to enter the process, making the policy 

process more open (Sabatier, 1998). This will allow the use of a range of criteria to 

evaluate different policy alternatives. However, in some examples, such as when there 

is lack of certainty and information, the minority coalitions that hold strong 

sustainability belief systems will have less opportunity to bring in change (Hill, 1997).  

 

While more collaborative subsystems may attempt to share authority equally among 

coalitions (Weible et al., 2010), in reality there may at times be unitary type 

subsystems where a dominant coalition has sole authority over policy decisions. 

However, as advocacy coalitions are adversarial in nature, there may be power 

struggles among different coalitions for authority, which can also result in more-open, 

deliberative decision-making (Weible, 2008).  
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Exogenous changes and resources 

Exogenous factors or External System Events identified in the ACF model can cause 

minority coalitions with pro-sustainability belief systems to replace the dominant 

coalition that holds a belief system akin to the dominant paradigm (Sabatier, 1998). 

For example, historical incidences such as accidental oil spills or leaks in nuclear 

reactors have led to the formulation of new policies and guidelines, which better 

address sustainability (Sabatier, 1988). Both external shocks and internal rifts act as 

drivers for policy learning and change (Schlager & Blomquist, 1996; Shu-Hsiang, 

2005). However, as policy changes are based only on changes in belief systems, which 

are rare and difficult to effect, decisions are more one-off than adaptive.  

 

According to Sabatier and Weible (2007: 199) ‘the most important effect of external 

shock is the redistribution of resources or opening or closing venues within a policy 

subsystem’. This indicates the importance of resources in the policy process, and how 

different coalitions are able to harness these resources during the policy process, if so 

needed. Allocation of substantial time for decision-making in this model is indicated 

by the need for advocacy coalitions to engage in coordination to a non-trivial degree 

(Weible, 2008; Nohrstedt, 2010).  

 

Since non-trivial coordination requires resources, the ACF clearly indicates the 

availability of time and resources to support decision making. The ACF also advocates 

the use of different strategies, such as the enrolment of the media to draw public 

attention to sympathise with the beliefs of the coalitions, thereby allowing the influx 

of more resources to support an advocacy coalition driven by a particular belief system 

or to up-end it (Olsson, 2009).  

The punctuated equilibrium model 

In the punctuated equilibrium (PE) model, the policy process is predominantly one of 

stasis and incremental change, the stability of which is punctuated occasionally by 

radical policy turns (Baumgartner & Jones, 1991). The policy process is thus, under 

normal conditions, a continuous, forward flow of incremental changes and sporadic 

major changes. According to this model, policy problems involve two levels (True, 
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Jones & Baumgartner, 1999). The ‘issue oriented subsystems’ are the first level20, 

where various communities of specialists and stakeholders discuss, negotiate and 

address an array of issues in a particular moment time. In other words, issue oriented 

subsystems handle a multiplicity of issues in a parallel manner. They mostly operate 

out of the limelight of public scrutiny, unlike the second level, the ‘macropolitical 

level’ (Baumgartner, Green-Pedersen & Jones, 2006: 962).  

 

In seeking assistance to maintain its policy image, a subsystem can resort to ‘venue 

mobilisation’. Venues are institutions or experts that support a certain policy image. 

They can generate either positive or negative images that can sustain the prevalent 

policy image. Thus, venue mobilisation21 can lead to the stabilisation of the policy 

monopoly and enable further parallel processing of policy problems, thus leading to 

stasis or incremental changes (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009).  

 

Two key concepts of the PE model reflect on sustainability criteria. The first is the 

concept of issue mobilisation, which is about ‘portraying issues in more politically 

charged manner’, so as to expand conflict among other subsystems (Baumgartner, 

1989: 45; Brunner, 2008). Once there is sufficient expansion of the conflict among 

stakeholders, the stasis is punctuated. After a radical policy change, the new situation 

becomes the status quo, and the ‘issue oriented subsystem’ protects it through 

incremental policy changes, until another change occurs. Based on this concept, the 

                                                 
20 The issue oriented subsystems have their own entrenched interests and try to protect these interests or 

the favoured status quo. When these institutions have responsibilities in policy formulation, they are 

called policy monopolies or dominant subsystems, which encourage stability (Baumgartner and Jones, 

2009). A policy monopoly may be supported by a policy image, a narrative or claim. For example, the 

environmental subsystem is supported by the image that further economic development can yield 

technologies and capacities that can address pollution and ecological degradation. However, if an 

opposing image emerges to criticise the prevalent image or the developmental paradigm, issues can be 

redefined quite markedly and the current policy image collapses, causing the dominant subsystem or the 

policy monopoly to be replaced or modified (True et al., 1999). 

 
21 Non-dominant issue-oriented subsystems also engage in venue shopping in challenging the 

incumbent policy image (Timmermans & Scholten, 2006). When the incumbent policy image is 

challenged, the dominant monopoly collapses, and issues move up the agenda. In addition to venue 

shopping, other factors—for example, crisis situations, the entry of new participants with conflicting 

policy images, and the entry of new information that frames policy problems in a different manner—

can create friction for policy monopolies (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). For example, when issues move 

up the agenda due to such changing conditions, to the next level, the ‘macropolitical level’, radical 

policy change can occur (Mintrom & Norman, 2009). For example, a major disaster caused by climate 

change may put into question existing policies that have been found to encourage greenhouse gas 

emitting technologies.   
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next section evaluates how the PE model can enable policy integration, and use 

information and a range of policy alternatives.  

 

The second concept is its dual mode of handling issues, which can provide insights on 

sustainability criteria such as the time allowed for the policy process, capacity for 

adaptive decision-making, and the time period over which impacts of policy options 

are evaluated. 

Issue mobilisation 

In enabling issue mobilisation, the PE model can allow for institutional integration. In 

the process of issue mobilisation, conflict is expanded across parallel subsystems or 

institutions, so as to create more pressure on the dominant policy monopoly 

(Baumgartner, 1989). Issue mobilisation allows previously disinterested institutions to 

be mobilised to support redefined policy images. This can lead to close collaboration 

and diffusion of boundaries between institutions. Thus, mobilisation can enable better 

coordination and integration among different institutions with different rationalities 

and objectives (True, 2000). This aspect of the PE model makes it suitable for climate 

change policy formulation (True et al., 1999). 

 

Information plays a key role in the PE model, as ‘policy images’ are built up or 

destroyed with the help of information. The model allows information to be used as a 

tool to build certain ‘policy images’ as well as for policy learning (Baumgartner et al., 

2006). According to Weible (2008: 618), the ‘causal driver in the punctuated 

equilibrium theory is the pace with which actors process information, shift their 

attention and change the policy image’, leading to punctuation of the stasis. Once the 

earlier stasis or equilibrium is punctuated a radical change can occur, including 

adaptive decision making (True et al., 1999). 

 

Since the model is necessarily oriented towards collective action there is a clear 

tendency towards collaboration and coordination (Baumgartner et al., 2006). This 

allows diverse interests to enter the policy process. The openness and participatory 

nature of the policy process is clear because participants who want to change its 

incrementalism, or stasis, can use information to expand the conflict of interests, for 
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example by publicising information and thereby mobilising allies for change (Weible, 

2008: 168). Furthermore, in each subsystem and macro-political system lie dominant 

and minor groups of stakeholders. This allows the entry of different values, paradigms 

and policy positions to the policy process and for a variety of criteria to be used in 

evaluating a broad range of policy alternatives (Wilson, 2000). 

Dual handling of issues 

The policy system does not handle all issues at the same time, but issues are 

distributed among policy subsystems, allowing considerable time for decision-making. 

This is advantageous for adaptation policy, as this can enable deliberation and 

stakeholder involvement in the process. As issues are handled by policy subsystems 

over a considerable time, short-term impacts and long-term impacts of policy can be 

both considered.  

 

Actors in the macro-political system seemingly have higher authority over decisions 

than actors in policy subsystems. Actors in the macro-political system handle issues in 

a serial manner, and sooner or later issues that are on the macro-political agenda may 

result in a new policy, or in no policy if an issue is organised off the agenda. In other 

words, policy actors in the macro-political system are the key ‘change agents’ in 

addressing policy problems, and as such can enable transformational policy 

(Baumgartner & Jones, 2009).  

 

In summary, the PE model can enable adaptive decision making and broadly based 

stakeholder action in seeking policy change. It allows policy change to occur in a more 

flexible manner than does the ACF. It encourages policy learning to happen by 

facilitating the entry of information, as required system transitions. However, the PE 

model does not explain how a bottom-up approach could be enabled in identifying 

policy problems and solutions as it allows the macro-political agenda to dominate 

decision-making. 
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The multiple streams model 

The multiple streams (MS) model attempts to explain the policy process through three 

‘policy streams’: the stream of problems, the stream of policies and the stream of 

politics (Kingdon, 2003; Robinson & Eller, 2010). These streams sometimes meet, 

creating a ‘policy window’, that allows ‘policy entrepreneurs’—individuals ‘willing to 

invest time, energy, reputation, and money—to promote a position for anticipated 

future gains in the form of material, purposive or solidarity benefits’, by which they 

turn a particular issue into a policy (Wilson, 2000; Kingdon, 2003: 179).  

 

According to the MS model, different actors are involved in different streams of the 

policy process (Parsons, 1995). For example, the problem stream is handled by a 

broad base of stakeholders who play a leading role in identifying and prioritising 

issues and problem situations. The policy stream is dominated by elites or a restricted 

policy community that selects solutions. The politics stream depicts the existence of 

conducive political ideologies and paradigms relevant to policy change (Robinson & 

Eller, 2010:202).  

 

For example, a problem stream may open in the form of a chemical accident that has 

occurred due to poor regulatory or compliance conditions. At the same time, there may 

be simultaneous media debate (or politics stream) mobilising the attention of the 

general public about chemical accidents, thus setting the ‘mood’ for policy change 

(Zahariadis, 1999; Harding et al., 2009). It is the politics stream that creates the 

conducive environment for new policy to be formulated to address a problem that has 

already been on the agenda (Robinson & Eller, 2010) —here, the issue of chemical 

accidents. Then, when there are also government departments and researchers 

preparing and disseminating reports about chemical accidents (a policy stream) 

(Brunner, 2008), three of these streams meet (occur at the same time) and a ‘policy 

window’ is created. The policy window allows ‘policy entrepreneurs’ to promote a 

position and for a particular issue to be turned into a policy (Kingdon, 2003: 179).  

 

There appear to be two key characteristics of the MS model that reflect on 

sustainability criteria. The next section will discuss the premise of the existence of the 

three disparate streams, which provide information on the nature of authority of 
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participants over policy outcomes, and on the use of information in the policy process. 

It will then discuss the existence of a ‘policy entrepreneur’ who enables the 

formulation of a new policy. These will provide insights on the time and resources 

allocated for decision-making, policy alternatives considered in the policy process and 

the nature of decision-making. 

Existence of three separate policy streams 

The MS model provides for a number of decision alternatives using a range of criteria 

in its policy or ‘solution’ stream, so as to match the ‘problem’ stream. However, as the 

appearance of a policy window is a brief and often unusual event, and therefore, 

policy change leads more often to one-off rather than adaptive decisions. According to 

Travis & Zahariadis (2002), the MS model enables the use of information for policy 

learning to directly inform policy, and to negotiate with members of other streams. 

Use of information in the problem stream, for example, enables policy actors to define 

and redefine policy problems so as to obtain the attention of the other streams for 

policy change.  

 

It is clear that the majority of policy actors within these three streams have no 

authority over policy outcomes, as these actors are engaged in three separate, detached 

streams. For example, the role of policy actors in the problem stream ends once the 

problem is defined; the role of those in the policy stream stops once solutions are 

determined; and then institutions and ideologies provide only the ‘mood’ for the 

policy to be enacted (Robinson & Eller, 2010):200. Therefore, it is clear that 

participants in these three streams have limited authority over policy outcomes, while 

it is the policy entrepreneur who plays the major role in this model (Kingdon, 2003; 

Kraft, 2007; Mintrom & Norman, 2009). 

Existence of the policy entrepreneur 

Policy entrepreneurship speaks of an individual, or a small group of individuals, who 

have social acuity or understanding of the issue under question (Mintrom, 1997). Once 

the policy window opens, the policy entrepreneur ‘uses’ policy networks to understand 

ideas, motives and concerns of other policy actors about the issue, and responds 
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effectively to them (Mintrom & Norman, 2009: 652). In other words, the policy 

entrepreneur is more of a facilitator of a policy desired by a majority, and less of a 

dictator of policy. Therefore, the PE model can enable pluralist policy processes, 

which can enable policy alternatives, which may be more or less biased towards the 

paradigms and viewpoints held by the policy entrepreneur/s involved (Yeatman, 

2008).  

 

These characteristics of the MS model indicate its capacity to allow multiplicity of 

interests to enter the policy process. However, the model does not provide 

opportunities for adaptive decision making. According to the MS model, the policy 

entrepreneur and the policy stream can respond only when a drastic event or a 

calamity occurs. As such, the MS model appears to be a reactive model of the policy 

process. In addition, the MS model does not signify how grassroots level problems 

and issues can be actively promoted up the agenda in the absence of an external event. 

However, the concept of policy entrepreneur may be more important than the concept 

of the policy broker seen in the ACF model, because the policy entrepreneur can 

initiate policy change.  

Conclusion 

This evaluation of the models of the policy process reveals that all policy processes 

are not equally capable of formulating an appropriate climate change adaptation policy 

that is grounded in socio-ecological sustainability. In developing such a policy, the 

literature points to three key requirements. The first is the need for the policy process 

to enable flexible adaptive decision-making through reflexivity and policy learning, 

which can negotiate uncertainties associated with climate change and its impacts.  

The second is the requirement for collaborative participation, which can facilitate 

open, integrated, ‘non-silo’ approaches, through which a broad range of policy 

alternatives can be processed and evaluated using appropriate decision criteria that 

allow sustainability transitions.  

 

And third, the policy process needs to have the capacity to enable deviation from the 

status quo, if it is found inappropriate for sustainability transitions.  
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The incremental policy model allows communities to gradually adjust to change, as 

incremental change is more acceptable to stakeholders than radical change. 

Incrementalism arises through a process of partisan mutual adjustment, which 

emphasises the conciliatory nature of the policy process. While the incremental model 

indicates some robustness by allowing the possibility of continuous marginal changes, 

a serious disadvantage of the model is its acceptance that the existing policy provides 

a satisfactory basis, upon which adjustments and modifications may be built. This 

remedial characteristic of incrementalism means that it has little ability to enable the 

fundamental change required for transitions (Hill, 1997; Meadowcroft, 1997; Flynn & 

Kroger, 2003). The disjointed decision-making seen in incrementalism does not allow 

a holistic outlook in addressing policy problems; does not allow a broad range of 

innovative policy alternatives to be evaluated; does not enable broad-based 

participation in the policy process; and does not allow time, resources or information 

to the enter the policy process. These limitations inhibit the use of incrementalism to 

formulate policy for major transitions, as required for socio-ecological sustainability. 

 

The elite model depicts a top-down hierarchical policy process. It negatively reflects 

on most sustainability criteria—for example, it is unable to deviate from existing 

policy goals that serve elite interests. Instead, the privileged nature of the policy actors 

and their self-interests prevent them largely from considering policy alternatives 

advanced by grassroots communities affected by climate change, in the first place, 

through non-inclusion in the policy process. As such, elite interests, particularly 

dominant neoliberal ones, appear incompatible with socio-ecological sustainability, 

preventing this model being effective for formulating appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy.  

 

In contrast, the rational comprehensive model appears to be an important model as it 

can allow for the participation of a range of stakeholders in the policy process. It can 

allow considerable time and resources for policy process, and can facilitate reflective 

and anticipatory policy learning through its capacity to gather a vast collection of 

information. Though the model utilises information in decision-making, however, its 

emphasis lies on the comprehensive analysis of information undertaken by experts. 

This suggests that certain kinds of knowledge that are not amenable to expert analysis 

have little opportunity to enter the process and be influential, such as the concerns of 
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highly vulnerable communities, thus disabling procedural justice and, in turn, 

distributive justice.   

 

The tendency of the RCM to fix goals also inhibits it from becoming adaptive and 

flexible, leading to limited one-off policy decisions. This same characteristic also 

forces policy institutions to be protective of fixed policy goals, and therefore to be 

conservative in evaluating and positing policy alternatives. Collection, analysis and 

evaluation of information in the RCM thus indicate a centralised policy process not so 

appropriate for the multi-sectoral, multi-level policy that climate change adaptation 

demands in bringing together fragmented sectors.  

 

In turn, the advocacy coalition framework demonstrates important insights for its 

potential abilities to change belief systems in pathways for paradigm changes, as 

needed for sustainability transitions. It also introduces the concept of policy brokers 

who are in a position to coordinate stakeholders, without being hierarchical or 

attempting to enforce their own opinions, thus allowing opportunities for policy 

integration. This is perhaps furthered in some ways by the multiple stream model 

which enables a diversity of stakeholders to enter the policy process. This can allow 

innovative policy alternatives to be considered and different criteria to be used in 

evaluating alternatives. Furthermore, the multiple stream model does not prevent 

different forms of knowledge or information entering the policy process, as the ‘policy 

stream’ can consist of a variety of knowledge forms. However, according to the 

multiple stream model it is the policy entrepreneur who in raising an issue onto the 

agenda may unduly frame policy solutions. This may pose limitations on policy 

options unless a more open process is adopted. If that is the case, this can indicate 

some characteristics of a top-down policy model, rather than those of a pluralistic one. 

 

The punctuated equilibrium model on the other hand shows more promise to enable 

frequent policy changes. Unlike incrementalism, the incremental changes seen in the 

punctuated equilibrium model are not ‘disjointed’, but appear more holistic, and are 

based on lessons learnt from earlier policy decisions. Transformational policy change, 

according to the punctuated equilibrium model, again depends on the entry of different 

kinds of information into the policy process. The punctuated equilibrium model is 

capable of indicating how policy entrepreneurs can actively engage in ‘venue 
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shopping’ and ‘expansion of conflict’ so as to collapse prevalent policy images, for 

instance those that are unsustainable. The policy entrepreneur in the case of the 

punctuated equilibrium model is not an all-powerful policy actor, but an interested, 

committed individual or group of people who do not hold undue authority for policy 

change. This policy actor can actively seek policy change, and this appears as a major 

improvement over other policy models, which need to await external events before 

change can occur.  

 

While the models examined do instruct the thesis on many important aspects of policy 

process, none are strong enough alone to provide a model for the formulation of a 

climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka. This is because the models are silent 

or unclear on certain central questions,  in particular (a) how grassroots level 

information should enter the policy process so as to make the decision making process 

adaptive and flexible; (b) how the sort of policy change required for effective climate 

change adaptation can be actively enabled; (c) how policy learning through two-way 

flow of information can be facilitated over the long term; and (d) most importantly, 

how agendas are to be set for the problems and issues likely to be faced by 

communities at the grassroots level who might be adversely affected by climate 

change.  

 

Based on the theoretical framework explained in Chapters 2-5, it is clear that an 

‘appropriate’ climate change policy needs to be formulated through policy positions 

aligned with socio-ecological sustainability. In formulating a climate change 

adaptation policy that would not generate maladaptation, the literature indicates the 

necessity to follow a suitable policy process.  

 

Chapter 6 sets out the field research methodology followed in collecting empirical 

data that would contribute to identification of an ‘appropriate’ climate change 

adaptation policy for Sri Lanka.  
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     Research Methodology 

Introduction 

The objective of policy research is to seek practical or action-oriented 

recommendations to solve policy problems (Majchrzak, 1984). The overarching 

objective of this research project was to propose a direction for the formulation of an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka, and this chapter sets out 

the research methodology used to achieve this.  

 

The research aimed to investigate the suitability of the existing policy and policy 

process in Sri Lanka. It also aimed to understand the characteristics of an appropriate 

climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka. Finally, using this knowledge, it set 

out to prescribe a policy process for the formulation of an appropriate adaptation 

policy. To recapitulate, the research sought answers for the following research 

questions (RQ): 

 

RQ1: Is the existing key developmental policy in Sri Lanka conducive to adapting to 

climate change? 

 

RQ2: How can Sri Lanka adapt to issues/problems arising from climate change? 

 

RQ3: Is the present policy process capable of enabling an appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy? and, 

 

RQ4: If the existing policy process is not suitable, what alternative processes are 

capable of enabling an appropriate climate change adaptation policy for Sri 

Lanka? 

 

This chapter comprises three sections: the research approach, the research strategy, 

and the strengths and limitations of the methodology. The section on the research 
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approach will deal with its appropriateness for investigating the four research 

questions mentioned above. In the next section, the research strategy will be explained 

under the headings of data collection and data analysis. The third section will then 

look critically at the strengths and limitations of the methodology described in the 

earlier two sections.  

Research approach 

The research approach followed has been based on the need to allow appropriate 

information to be collected in a manner amenable to subsequent analysis. This 

research is exploratory as it explores information about a new policy that seeks to 

address new situations, or already existing circumstances that have gained new 

significance due to changing environmental conditions (Hall, 2008). Exploratory 

research requires access to a diversity of views. Such views are important in 

determining policy content and process for strongly contested policy domains, where 

the key actors involved in the policy process operate within subjective and socially 

constructed belief systems that are complex and multi-dimensional (Kruss, 2005). 

 

An inductive or grounded theory approach is useful for exploratory research (Pidgeon, 

1996: 80). The research approach followed, therefore, had to be one that allowed the 

researcher to collect, understand and synthesise a wide variety of perspectives in 

answering the research questions. As Chesebro & Borisoff (2007) reinforce, this 

allows the researcher to obtain an ‘insider’ understanding of political and social 

processes from the ‘voices’ of those constructing them – ongoing as well as imminent 

ones. Such information is more readily obtained through a qualitative approach than a 

quantitative one, which usually depends on a deductive stance. Charmaz (2006: 169) 

explains the distinction between inductive and deductive processes thus: 

 

The theoretical framework … emerges from your analysis and argument 

about it. In contrast, researchers who use a traditional [methodology] invoke 

an established theory and deduce hypotheses from it before conducting their 

studies … their theoretical framework is already there. 
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Research following the inductive approach does not start with pre-determined 

hypotheses or propositions, but uses data gathered in a ‘bottom-up’ process to 

construct them (Knox, 2004). Therefore, to best enable meaningful understanding and 

interpretation of policy actors’ complex and multi-dimensional policy perspectives 

(Miller, 2004), this research followed a qualitative approach. As Denzin & Lincoln 

(2005: 6) point out, qualitative research strategies allow many differing, diverging, 

and conflicting viewpoints to emerge, like a multi-faceted crystal ‘each telling like 

light reflecting from a crystal reflects a different perspective’.  

 

The process of gaining an understanding that will contribute to positing or suggesting 

policy recommendations involving diverse points of view does not follow a 

straightforward course. As Keohane (2009) explains, such research is carried out 

through four activities: puzzling, conceptualizing, describing and making causal 

inferences. According to Keohane, the policy researcher first needs to see puzzles 

‘which are anomalies to established theory’; or ‘something wrong in the story that you 

are being told’ (2009: 360). None of these steps rely predominantly on quantitative 

information. Qualitative research is better suited to allow the research to be open 

enough to comprehend a multiplicity of complex views that form part of the puzzle, as 

well as solutions for it (Fontana & Frey, 2005).  

 

A qualitative research approach can also enable the researcher to discover new or 

unexpected issues and anomalies from material that is being studied, as well as 

common themes to emerge from contradictory or diverse positions. The epistemology 

of this research is thus based on a multiplicity of knowledges, or realities, and these 

knowledges may be partial and incomplete (Guba & Lincoln, 2005:189). Seeking 

insights into multiple knowledges constructed by different policy actors through 

different values, paradigms and policy positions they hold is not easy, since there are 

many forms of representation of these knowledges (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  

 

It is argued that any attempt to seek knowledge by means of alienating the researcher 

from the interviewees will lead to the loss of critical insights (Angen, 2000; Kruss, 

2005). To best understand the meanings expostulated by different actors then, the 

researcher has to ‘become a part’ of the actors’ individual worlds (Carter & Little, 

2007). Qualitative research, wherein the researcher becomes the instrument that 
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gathers data, also allows the researcher’s viewpoints to enter, for instance, at the time 

of designing the questionnaires; as such, qualitative research inherently cannot be 

objective (Patton, 2002:50). The ability to understand and interpret information also 

depends on the knowledge gained by the researcher through literature review and 

analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The subjectivity thus entering the research process 

through qualitative research can help vastly to improve the utility of the qualitative 

research process, because it allows the different perspectives of different actors to 

come through (Kruss, 2005). In this regard, the literature review and the theoretical 

framework derived from it play an important role. All these add much value to the task 

at hand, which is to find a comprehensive solution for a complex policy problem. 

 

This being so, the basic premises for investigation were constructed from the literature 

on climate change adaption and policy process. This literature was supplemented with 

literature on sustainability paradigms and formation of policy positions. The 

interpretations and insights gained from literature as to what was important to inquire 

about were then transferred into the questionnaire (Patton, 2002: 51). Thus, the 

qualitative research approach allows the researcher to act as a ‘detective’ of new 

theoretical and practical insights and to address puzzles and anomalies that emerge 

through them (Kincheloe, McLaren & Steinberg, 2005: 305).  

 

Overall, with regard to policy development, a qualitative research approach is 

important to help reflect on existing policy mechanisms, processes, structures and 

perspectives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005:13; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2005). This, in turn, 

will help conjecture, propose or suggest new or modified forms of policy, which can 

lead to a transformation of existing perspectives if they are deemed inappropriate for 

the purpose of climate change adaptation (Fontana & Frey, 2005:697; Ben Ari & 

Enosh, 2010; Kincheloe et al., 2011). 

Research strategy 

The research strategy, in turn, depends on the research approach proposed (Dunne, 

Pryor, & Yates 2005). As explained, the research approach requires the incorporation 

of a diversity of views to contribute to propositions and suggestions for research on 
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multi-sectoral policy. Therefore, the research strategy needs to enable the entry of 

multi-dimensional policy perspectives into the research process through a multiplicity 

of sources (Kincheloe et al., 2011).   

 

When a study uses different sources such as perspectives and empirical material, it 

allows the research to become more rigorous, deep, complex and rich (Flick, 2002a: 

229). It allows a cyclic, iterative process within the research, which enables 

convergence of results from different sources. It also provides keen insights into 

divergence and dissimilarities, thereby enhancing the depth of research (Basit, 2003; 

Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011). Use of multiple sources eliminates the need for the 

researcher to depend unquestioningly upon what policy actors say about appropriate 

policy for climate change and the policy process to enable such policy. It allows 

reflexivity and knowledge on which the researcher may reflect. 

 

Multiple sources also allow the researcher to be vigilant about contradictions in data, 

be they from interviewees or between interviewee and documentary data, or within 

any individual source. Far from being a problem, such contradictions not only indicate 

different perspectives, but also provide insights about why and how perspectives 

change (Barbour, 2008). To reiterate, an exploration of a multiplicity of views 

contributes to propositions and suggestions for policy learning and development. 

Data collection 

This section overviews the interview technique employed, the document review, and 

aspects of personal engagement that form, according to Patton (2002), the key 

components of data collection. The interview technique will be described by setting 

out the process of preparing the interview guide and factors considered therein, 

selection of interviewees, and the interview process followed. The sections on 

document review and personal engagement describe how these were achieved in the 

research process. 

 

The design of the data collection step is carried out to better understand the complex 

and multi-dimensional policy areas from the points of view of policy actors involved. 

The in-depth interview method is considered the best means of field data collection for 
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achieving this objective. The process of understanding key policy actors through in-

depth interviews allows for a qualitative inductive reasoning approach, which 

involves:  

 

[B]uilding the analysis on a solid foundation of specific, concrete and 

detailed observations, quotations, documents and cases. As thematic 

structures and overarching constructs emerge during analysis, the qualitative 

analysts keeps returning to fieldwork observations and interview transcripts, 

working from bottom-up, staying grounded in the foundation of case write-

ups, and thereby examining emergent themes and constructs in light of what 

they illuminate about the case descriptions on which they are based (Patton, 

2002: 58). 

 

As discussed, the research project needs multi-faceted information, as a single mode 

of data collection will not suffice. Therefore, in addition to interviews, the data 

collected needs to include policy documentary reviews, and personal experience and 

engagement as well (Patton, 2002:40). These will be discussed in detail below. 

Sampling 

To collect interview data, it is first necessary to determine the correct sampling 

technique. This section will explain how different categories of interview participants 

were formed and why particular organisations or individuals were selected to be 

interviewed under each category. It will also explain the selection of documents and 

the rationale for their selection.  

 

Sampling of interview participants needs to achieve maximum variation and a wide 

range of viewpoints (Seidman, 1998). Random sampling techniques were unsuitable 

for the purpose of this research because the pool of experts available to choose from 

was too limited. Therefore, a purposive sampling technique was selected. The 

purposive sampling technique allows the researcher to use her or his own judgment, 

and that of key informants, through the snowballing technique, if necessary, to 

identify the most appropriate people to collect information (Bouma, 2000).  

 



129 

 

Sampling is purposive, according to Patton (2002:40) when:  

 

[P]articipants selected because they are “information rich” and illuminative, 

that is they offer useful manifestations of the phenomenon of interest; 

sampling, then is aimed at obtaining insight about the phenomenon, not 

empirical generalisation from a sample to a population. 

 

According to Flick (2007: 29), purposive sampling should be oriented as much as 

possible towards ensuring the heterogeneity of the sample to allow meaningful 

comparison. However, in the case of this sampling method, the sampling process 

continues after analysis, in selecting the ‘most illustrative, convincing, confirming and 

sometimes disputing examples’ of the research to be analysed (Flick, 2007: 33).  

 

In the process of designing the sample for the purpose of interviews, several types of 

interviewee thematic groups have been considered (Flick, 2007). First, the ‘Core 

Group’ is the group selected to obtain core policy information or information most 

relevant to climate change adaptation policy. It is then necessary to compare this 

information by means of stratified purposeful sampling, whereupon categories were 

identified at different levels or strata. Thirdly, variance sampling, in which a number 

of categories different to the core group were selected, allows differences of opinion to 

that of the core sample to emerge (Flick, 2002).  

 

The list of interviewees participated in this research is given in Appendix A. 

Interviewees were identified, based on (a) previous information collected by the 

researcher about the key policy actors involved in climate change related activities, 

and (b) the researcher’s past knowledge about the individuals who could provide a 

variety of viewpoints into the research project (Patton, 2002).  

 

The interviewees were divided into two categories: Category A comprised 

governmental agencies engaged in policy formulation and implementation; Category 

B comprised agencies and individuals attached to non-governmental bodies and/or 

those who were not predominantly engaged in policy formulation or implementation 

(see Appendix B). Table 6.1 indicates the make-up of Categories A and B, and the 

institutions belonging to each.  
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Table 6.1 Categories of interviewees 

Category 

A 

 AI Core Group. Institutions that constitute the 

National Steering Committee on Climate 

Change (NSCCC) 

 AII  i. Sub-national representation 

ii. Financial institution for sub-national level 

 AIII Selected government organisation dealing 

with vulnerable communities 

Category 

B 

BI  Media 

BII Community-based organisation 

BIII Academia (main profession is teaching) 

BIV Researchers (main profession is research) 

BV Local NGO 

BVI International donors 

BVII International NGOs 

As indicated in Table 6.1, Category A comprises the main actors in the climate–

change-related policy arena, and under this category there are two subcategories. 

Category AI is the national steering committee on climate change (NSCCC), convened 

by the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, and is considered as the Core 

Group. This committee’s members are predominantly heads of government Ministries 

and Departmental heads or their representatives. In addition, the NSCC also has 

members who represent the community and non-governmental organizations, hand-

picked by the Secretary to the Ministry of Environment based on their past 

involvement in environment-related issues. As the NSCCC is composed of some 35 

members, only 11 of these were selected. This selection was based on the importance 

of their respective organisation in formulating and implementing climate change 

adaptation interventions, as shown in Table 6.2. 

 

The members of the NSCCC are immediate stakeholders involved in issues related to 

climate change, and have practical knowledge and experience relevant to climate 

change adaptation. It is expected that they have background knowledge to provide 

‘insider information’ about existing policy positions. When members were not 
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available for interviews due to, for example, a long-term leave of absence, an 

alternative person from the same organisation was contacted, based on the 

recommendation of the original participant.  

Table 6.2  Selected State organisations constituting the National Climate Change 

Steering Committee (Category AI) 

Organisation 

 

Ministry of Environment  

Ministry of Industries 

Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Resource Development 

Ministry of National Disaster Management  

Department of Irrigation and Water Resource 

Management 

Ministry of Land and Land Development 

Ministry of Agriculture 

Ministry of Health 

However, for this research, I formed the view that AI participants alone could not 

provide well rounded information about government policy or the policy process. 

Therefore, Category AII, representing the sub-national level, was added. A senior 

administrator of one provincial council was selected to provide insights from the sub-

national level and to represent the provincial administration of the country. In 

addition, the agency that stands between and liaises with the central government and 

the provincial government in allocating finances directly to provincial governments 

was also included in Category AII.  

 

Next is Category AIII, which comprises other government institutions that work with 

communities vulnerable to climate change, but are not included in the core group. 

Under this subcategory four institutions were selected: the Ministry of Economic 

Development, which has the mandate to work at provincial and local level; the 
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Ministry of Traditional Industries and Small Enterprise Development, which works 

with small-scale entrepreneurs, especially in rural areas; the Department of National 

Budget of the Ministry of Finance, which plays the key role in allocating finance for 

various projects and programmes; and the Mahaweli Authority of Sri Lanka, a 

national-level agency the manages a major irrigation scheme and its large community, 

which is expected to be highly vulnerable to climate change impacts. The composition 

of Categories AII and AIII is given in Table 6.3 below. 

Table 6.3 Categories of other government stakeholders: AII and AIII 

Categories  Organisation 

AII (Provincial policy 

actors)  

Provincial Council 

Finance Commission of Sri Lanka 

AIII  

(Other pertinent government 

stakeholders) 

Ministry of Traditional Industries and 

Small Enterprise Development 

Ministry of Economic Development 

Department of National Budget 

Ministry of Finance 

Mahaweli Authority of Sri Lanka 

Department of Fiscal Policy 

Ministry of Land and Land Development  

Department of National Physical Planning 

Urban Development Authority 

Department of Fisheries and Aquatic 

Resource Development 

Department of National Budget 

In turn, the first participant type in Category B (non-governmental) is media (Category 

BI). Though not directly involved in the policy process, media often provide much 

insight into policy content and process, and play a major role in agenda setting. 

Therefore, several members of the media were invited to participate, based on their 
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involvement in reporting climate change and sustainability-related issues. Initial 

invitees included two media members representing the government owned media and 

two from the private sector. A Letter of Invitation and an Information Sheet indicating 

the nature of questions that would be asked were sent to all four. The Letter of 

Invitation and the Information Sheet are shown in Appendix C.  

 

However, the individuals who represented both the government media and the private 

media syndicate asked to be excused; the former indicated a heavy work load and the 

latter a lack of knowledge to answer the questions. As I was barred by the ethical 

clearance protocol from coercing people to participate, I identified, as an alternative, a 

freelance media worker who first requested the information about the nature of the 

interview questions, and then willingly agreed to participate.   

 

Category BII was represented by a single Community Based Organisation. This 

organisation was selected according to the snow-balling method on the advice of the 

participant from the Ministry of Fisheries, who indicated that this organisation had 

played a key role in the policy process. Category BIII was represented by a person 

from academia, whose main profession was teaching at tertiary educational level; this 

was one of the senior environmental scientists in the country who was often involved 

in the policy processes. The next category, BIV, was composed of researchers, whose 

main profession was social, ecological and/or economic research. Under this category 

two types of research organisations were targeted, one undertaking natural-resource-

related research and the other undertaking poverty and sociological research. The 

category BV consisted of a local NGO that had played a key role in environmental and 

social policy. Category BVI consisted of international donors who focussed on 

climate-change-related issues. Members from two types of donor organisation were 

selected: first, an organisation whose primary focus had been on economic 

development; and second, an organisation whose primary focus had been on social and 

environmental issues.  

 

The last category, BVII consisted of participants from two international NGOs who 

were assumed to have independent positions and hence were considered to be capable 

of providing alternative insights into government policy and policy processes – 

especially as they had undertaken pioneering research and development activities in 
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the country. One international NGO was engaged predominantly in environmental 

activities while the second focused on social and economic development. The 

organisation comprising Category B are summarised in Table 6.4 below: 

Table 6.4 Organisations comprising: Category B 

Categories Organisation 

BI Media Free-lance media personnel 

BII Community based 

organisation 

Negambo Fishery Community 

BIII Academia University of Colombo 

BIV  Researchers International Water Management 

Institute (IWMI) 

Institute for Poverty Studies 

BV Local NGO Center for Environment and 

Development 

BV International donors World Bank 

United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) 

BVI International NGO International Union for 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

Practical Action Group 

As indicated above, all the interview participants selected were either major 

stakeholders in determining the content of the climate change adaptation policy or 

were strongly connected to the policy process. As such, it was expected that purposive 

sampling, which allowed the selection of individuals based on their capacity for 

answering the research questions, revealing policy gaps, and suggesting responses 

(Schutt, 2006).  
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Interviews  

In-depth semi-structured interviews were carried out to allow participants to 

adequately express their views about climate change adaptation and, in so doing, to 

also reveal (either wittingly or unwittingly) their different policy positions; this was 

useful for providing insights into prevailing policy paradigms and political ideologies. 

These interviews were also useful in determining how these paradigms and policy 

positions could affect policy development and process. As in-depth interviews 

included open-ended questions, a valuable opportunity was provided for the entry of 

new perceptions, thus allowing the research to take an inductive approach (Patton, 

2002) that would obtain wider, deeper points of view. It was also necessary to focus 

on obtaining explicit answers for the questions; to meet this purpose, the interviews 

were semi-structured.   

 

Unlike structured interviews, semi-structured interviews are not passive or neutral 

when used for collecting information. Semi-structured interviews allow interviewees 

to raise new issues not anticipated by the researcher. They allow an intensive learning 

process, through which new knowledge passes in a two-way direction in an iterative 

manner (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Through this learning process, perspectives and 

subsequent action by both the interviewer and the interviewee can change (Kruss, 

2005). Semi-structured interviews make the use of an ‘interview guide’ necessary.  

Interview guide: rationale, preparation and its validation 

An interview guide was prepared using insights gained from the conceptual 

framework as formulated through the literature review. The objective of an interview 

guide is to ensure that the interview process does not deviate from the question in 

hand. The interview guide also allows the researcher to focus on finding answers for 

the research questions and to have a degree of control over the interview process. 

However, as mentioned above, this does not preclude interviews from being flexible, 

and does not prevent participants from introducing new issues important to the 

research (Bryman et al., 2008). The interview guide adopted for this research explored 

four broad study areas: 
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1. The interviewee’s background information 

2. Observation of what has occurred 

3. Explanation for what has occurred 

4. Suggestions for what should occur. 

 

The importance of these four areas is discussed below: 

 

Interviewee’s Background Information: This study area seeks to understand whether, 

and how, interviewees have been involved in general policy formulation processes; the 

roles they have played; and their experience in this regard. Such information is useful 

to establish the validity and relevance of information provided. In this research, it also 

indicated the nature of the interviewees’ involvement in activities related to climate 

change adaptation, and helped to determine the level of understanding they possessed 

on related issues. The questions posed at the initiation of discussion also acted as ice-

breakers. 

 

Observation of what has occurred:  This study area is useful for gaining an 

understanding of existing policy paradigms, as well as policy content formulated 

through them. Policy needs to be examined through its context as well as its content, 

in order to understand its objectives and subsequent outcomes. In this research, such 

examination enabled me to understand better whether or not existing policy was 

capable of adapting to climate change. The information revealed the effectiveness of 

existing policy in enhancing the adaptive capacity of socio-ecological systems. In 

revealing the effectiveness of policy in concrete terms, the interviewees’ impressions 

of the success of the overarching developmental policy – for example, the Mahinda 

Chintana (2010) policy – in enhancing social, economic and ecological benefits, was 

determined.  

 

Explanation for what has occurred: It is essential to understand why existing outcomes 

occur. In this regard, it was important to determine the characteristics of the existing 

policy process, such as its participatory and adaptive nature, and its capacity to enable 

long-term sustainability. Finally, the factors that played key roles in the policy 

formulation process needed to be determined.  

 



137 

 

Recommendation for what should occur: For this area of the study, two key factors 

needed to be considered. The first involved understanding ‘content related factors’ for 

climate change adaptation policy for better social and environmental outcomes. The 

second involved exploring ‘process related factors’ that were needed to establish an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy with more positive outcomes. In this 

regard it was expected that in the development of more-appropriate policy, the study 

would be investigating whether the policy process should be open or closed, which 

participants should be involved, what the barriers to appropriate policy process were, 

and which institutional factors needed to be considered. 

 

Based on these four requirements, the interview guide presented in Appendix D was 

prepared. Before the field visit, the interview guide was submitted to the Human 

Research Ethics Committee of Griffith University as a supporting document to obtain 

ethical clearance for the research project. In addition to the interview guide, an 

Information Sheet was developed. This provided preliminary information about the 

research and the team of researchers for potential interviewees to consider in their 

deliberation about whether or not to become involved (see Appendix C). The 

Information Sheet covered issues such as the objective of the research, technical 

information about climate change adaptation and information on the confidentiality of 

the interviewee’s information. The list of potential interviewees to be approached and 

the method used to approach them for participation were also submitted for ethical 

clearance (the ethical clearance obtained is presented in Appendix F). 

 

Interviewees (except for the representative from the community-based organisation) 

were approached by e-mail at first, and then by a follow-up telephone call. 

Participation was voluntary. Although the Information Sheet was emailed to each 

participant prior to the interview, when contacted over the telephone, most participants 

wanted to know the exact nature of the questions that would be asked. In such cases, 

information about the nature of the questions was emailed or provided over the phone; 

however, the exact questions in the interview guide were not revealed, as it was 

thought important to obtain spontaneous rather than pre-arranged responses.  

 

Interviews were carried out with 30 individuals over a period of two months. Usually, 

I scheduled only one interview per day; this allowed me to travel to the location and 
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transcribe the responses verbatim on the same day and to process responses quickly. In 

this way I would not forget any non-verbal cues, any reluctance to answer questions, 

and any hesitations – all of which might provide further insights into the responses. 

Interviews were tape recorded – unless the interviewee would not give consent. While 

most interviewees were willing to allow the conversation to be tape recorded, many 

were concerned about the confidentiality of the information. Some participants wanted 

the voice recorder to be turned off at some points of the discussion. As indicated in the 

Information Sheet, I reminded these interviewees that their names would not be 

divulged during the reporting process. It was interesting, however, to note that the 

participant from the community-based organisation specifically asked that his/her 

name be used, as well as the names of their organisations wherever necessary.  

 

The participants from the World Bank, UNDP, IUCN, IWMI and Practical Action 

reiterated that the views they expressed during the interview were personal viewpoints 

only, and as such were not necessarily those of the organisation to which they were 

affiliated. Interviews were timed to last for one hour, which is typical for semi-

structured interviews. However, when the discussion went beyond one hour, and if the 

participant was willing to continue, the interviews were allowed to proceed. The 

participants were also informed at the onset of the interview that they could stop the 

interview at any time if they so wished. In two instances the interview halted midway 

as the interviewees needed to attend to previously unforseen priorities. On average, 

interviews lasted for about one-and-a-half hours, although a few lasted for two-and-a-

half hours.  

Interview process 

Although some questions on the interview guide remained the same throughout the 

interview process, other changes and amendments were sometimes made. This section 

reports on the situation regarding interview questions. 

 

Question 1 of the interview guide dealt with professional experience, and initially 

comprised six sub-questions:  

 

1.1. What is the current position that you hold in this institution? 
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1.2. How long have you been working in this post? 

1.3. What are the organisations that you worked for before this and what 

positions have you held? 

1.4. What is your contribution to policy formulation? 

1.5. Have you any experience in community involvement in the policy 

process/ implementation? 

1.6. What are your experiences in areas relevant to this research topic? 

 

Question 1.6, however, was not asked because it was quickly found to halt the flow of 

the discussion, as most participants tended to be reticent to talk of their experiences on 

the research topic, fearing that it would expose their ignorance of technical and 

scientific facts about climate change. For example, when this question was posed to 

the second participant interviewed, the participant became defensive and distant, 

claiming that the participant’s agency did not undertake specific work on climate 

change adaptation, and therefore the researcher should contact officers from the 

Ministry of Environment for the purpose of data collection for the research.  

 

Question 2, with its more general nature, brought participants back to their comfort 

zone. The second question was on the present national policies, and it had seven sub-

questions.  

 

2.1 What do you consider as the main objective of present day policies? 

2.2 Who decides this objective? 

2.3 So, if we think about present policies of your organisation, are there any 

policies that are relevant to climate change? 

2.4 Can you name some successful policies? 

2.5 What is main reason for this success? 

2.6 Can you name a policy or programme that was a failure? 

2.7 What do you think is the reason for this? 

 

However, some questions had to be restructured during the interviews due to new 

information about policy development being introduced. For example, Question 2.1, 

‘What do you consider as the main objective of present day policies?’, had to be 

rephrased to read: ‘What do you consider the main objective of the present national 
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policy?’. This was also because participants felt that different policies had different 

objectives; for example, the objectives of the national agricultural policy and the 

national land policy could be articulated in different ways. Once the question was 

rephrased, interviewees were better prepared to answer. This situation arose because at 

present the country has one central over-arching developmental policy, the Mahinda 

Chintana the Vision for the Future (2010). This overarching policy was formulated 

through the direct involvement of the President of Sri Lanka, Hon. Mahinda 

Rajapaksa, and it carries his name. It is upon this policy that all other national sectoral 

policies and provincial policies are to be based, as was revealed in Question 2.2. 

 

Question 2.3 asked: “If we think about present policies of your organisation, are there 

any policies that are relevant to climate change?”  However, this was not asked at the 

onset of the interview because this question led to a break in the flow of the 

discussion. Since many policy actors were of the view that climate change did not 

come under their purview, this question produced evasiveness and, on more than one 

occasion, absolute denial and even resentment. For example, some participants argued 

that climate change had nothing to do with their particular area of mandate. Some 

were worried that answering this question would reveal their inaction or even 

ignorance. This was because they considered climate change a ‘scientific subject’, 

which talked about green-house gasses, and hence created feelings of resentment 

towards an ‘outsider’ – the researcher – who was trying to get them to speak about this 

complex matter.  

 

However, the interview participants were better prepared to answer this question if it 

followed Questions 3 and 4, which dwelt on more social and policy matters with 

which they were familiar. 

 

The subsequent questions, Questions 2.4, 2.5 and 2.6, were designed with the 

expectation that they would reveal information about three key aspects: (a) to find 

what policy actors meant by ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of a national policy, (b) to determine 

what policy actors thought would lead to successful policies and what would result in 

failures, and (c) to obtain insights into the historical implications of past and existing 

policies and to obtain some information about policy evolution. Most interview 
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participants in the first instance found these three questions challenging, but on 

reflection came up with highly illuminative responses. 

 

Question 3 and Question 4 focused on the policy process, and in this section, areas 

such as initiation of the policy formulation process, participation, duration, obtaining 

information, policy monitoring and policy learning were explored as shown below. 

 

3. About the policy formulation process: 

3.1 Who initiates the formulation of a new policy? 

3.2 What steps are involved in the process? 

3.3 Who participates in the process? 

3.4  How long does it take? 

3.5  How do you get information for it? 

 

4. About monitoring and evaluation: 

4.1. Can you tell me how you monitor implementation of policies? How do 

you evaluate their success or failure? 

4.2. What are the criteria that are used to monitor and evaluate them? 

 

Questions 5 and 6 then attempted to seek information on climate change adaptation as 

follows:  

 

5. Information about a future Policy for Climate Change Adaptation: If we think about 

a new climate change adaptation policy, 

5.1 Do you think such a policy is necessary for Sri Lanka? 

5.2 What should be the main concepts behind a climate change adaptation? 

5.3 Do you think the present policy process needs to be changed to achieve 

this concept? If so, in what ways? 

5.4 Do you think community level initiatives need to be facilitated and 

actively promoted through such a policy? 

5.5  If so, how can such initiatives be upgraded to the national level and 

continued on a long term basis? 
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6. Information about a future Policy for Climate Change Adaptation policy process: 

6.1. Does your institution have a role to play in this policy formulation? 

6.2 Do you think present policies of your organisation can be improved for 

this, or do you think a total change of policy direction is needed?  

6.3. Climate change adaptation being a policy that focuses on vulnerable 

communities, do you think participation of such communities is a major 

need in formulating this policy? 

6.5. Can you think of barriers to the formulation of an appropriate climate 

change adaptation policy? If so, what are the most significant barriers?  

6.6. How can these barriers be overcome? 

6.7. Do you have any other things to say about this research topic? 

 

As indicated earlier, the question ‘If we think about present policies of your 

organisation, are there any policies that are relevant to climate change?’ received more 

open responses under Question 5. During the interviews, responses of some 

interviewees covered multiple questions simultaneously. For example, when Sub-

question 2.3 asked whether policies of their institutions had climate change relevancy, 

the responses of most participants covered Sub-questions 5.1, 5.2, 6.1 and 6.2 as well. 

This sometimes made transcribing the responses difficult. 

 

The following sections explain how the four research questions of the research were 

addressed through the four study areas explained above. A table summarising this 

information is provided in Appendix E.   

 

Research Question 1: Is existing policy in Sri Lanka conducive for adapting to 

climate change? 

 

This research question was aimed at gaining an understanding of existing policy 

content and its context. Policy context was determined through documentary review, 

while policy content was investigated through the interviews as well as the 

documentary review. The emphasis of this question was on finding out the overall 

objectives of current policies and their capacity to enhance social, economic and 

ecological outcomes. A major requirement of this research question was to reveal how 

policy actors understood long-term socio-ecological sustainability. As policy is the 
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pragmatic expression of politics, it was also expected to disclose how underlying 

political ideologies and paradigms revealed themselves through outputs such as 

programs, resource allocation and administrative arrangements. Hence, this research 

question was designed to provide an understanding of existing policy directions and 

the appropriateness of current policy positions and paradigms for a climate change 

adaptation policy.  

 

As this research question was supported by Study area 2 namely ‘observation of what 

has occurred’, specific interview questions were formulated, taking care to ensure that 

they were easy to understand and straightforward. Question 2 in the interview guide 

(in Appendix D) and Sub-questions 2.1 to 2.7 under it were used to collect this 

information. Also, documentary information was used to complement and assess the 

interpretations of the interviewees. 

 

Research Question 2: Is the present policy process capable of enabling an appropriate 

climate change adaptation policy? 

 

This research question was the focus of Study area 3, which attempted to seek an 

explanation for what had occurred. For this purpose, an attempt was made to 

comprehend the nature of the policy process, policy community and issue networks 

involved. Since institutions play a critical role in formulating policy, it is necessary to 

understand characteristics of institutions that can support the present policy process. 

For example, this question attempted to ascertain the capacity of the policy process to 

be integrative and to engage participants who hold sustainability-oriented paradigms. 

It also tried to explore the capacity to enable policy learning and to bring in 

fundamental policy changes. Questions 3 and 4 of the interview guide and the sub-

questions under both these questions were expected to provide information on these 

issues.  

 

Research Question 3: How can Sri Lanka adapt to issues/problems arising through 

climate change? 

 

This research question was supported by Study area 4, which focused on providing 

recommendations for what should happen in terms of policy content. It was expected 
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that this research question would suggest the content of an appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy. In finding information on an appropriate climate change adaptation 

policy for Sri Lanka, issues relevant to the country and the region needed to be 

considered. It was thus necessary to inquire into similarities and dissimilarities in 

policy perceptions and knowledges among actors in the climate change adaptation 

policy arena. In order to explore how policy actors visualised adapting to climate 

change, it was necessary to determine how active policy makers defined climate 

change vulnerability adaptation.  

 

This research question was also designed to reveal how concepts such as equity, 

differential vulnerability, uncertainty and risk were considered (Liverman, 2008). For 

example, when the second assessment report of the IPCC indicated that vulnerabilities 

of socio-ecosystems may not be identical across regions, a number of researchers also 

reflected that in some places, certain groups might be more vulnerable to an impact of 

a given magnitude than those living in another place (IPCC, 2007). In other words, a 

‘non-serious’ impact in one region or community might be an ‘impact of concern’ in 

another region and vice versa. For example, communities of a particular livelihood 

might be highly vulnerable in one area, but not necessarily in another. Hence, the way 

problems are identified or the policy solutions determined cannot be common to all 

areas, regions or countries. Therefore, it was necessary to find out whether policy 

actors in Sir Lanka had come to grips with this context-based reality of climate 

change. More importantly, it was necessary to determine whether policy actors were 

alert to climate-change-related policy problems in Sri Lanka, and then to understand 

how these were being addressed. Question 5 of the interview guide sought answers in 

this regard.  

 

Research Question 4: If the existing policy process is not suitable, what alternative 

processes are capable of enabling an appropriate climate change adaptation policy for 

Sri Lanka? 

 

This question was also supported by Study area 4, and was designed to identify 

suggestions for the policy process that could enable an appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy. As different policy processes differ in their capacity to consider 

criteria that can lead to socio-ecological sustainability, this question attempted to 
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identify the characteristics of a policy process that might enable a climate change 

adaptation policy.  

 

It was also aimed at providing an understanding of the characteristics of policy 

communities and issue networks, and their importance in agenda setting for an 

appropriate policy. Considering the importance of institutions in formulating a climate 

change adaptation policy, the role of different institutions in the policy process was 

considered. It also attempted to identify barriers to the formulation of an appropriate 

climate change adaptation policy, and to determine how these might be overcome. 

Question 6 of the interview guide was designed to find answers to these questions.  

Document review 

Documents that offer a formal recording of the social and political arrangements can 

help the researcher to better understand the context of information gleaned through 

interviews, and to understand its accuracy (Miller & Alvarado, 2005; Bowen, 2009). 

In this sense, policy documents produced by the State are especially important for a 

researcher as they often represent a shared meaning; for example, policy positions and 

paradigms of the current regime. In this regard, Miller & Alvarado (2005: 350) see 

policy documents as ‘unique testaments to events or phenomena’. Therefore, 

evaluation of documents can present legitimate knowledge about the real intentions of 

the regimes and institutions that generate them (Rich, 1997). However, Wolff warns 

that while documents can simulate the appearance of efficiency and rationality, they 

might also be rhetorical organisational propaganda or tools for institutional ‘display’ 

(2004: 285). 

 

Either way, document reviews in this research allowed me both to identify alternative 

viewpoints from those expressed by the interviewees, and to corroborate them. For 

example, according to Barbour (2008: 16), documents: 

 

[T]ranscend the original intent of the materials and provide an alternative 

frame of reference, highlighting the complex functions and significance of 

texts as these are produced and consumed. 
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Thus, the document review brought complementarity to the information collected 

through interviews, allowing it to be verified, understood and explained; that is, the 

results obtained through interviews were able to be understood in a fuller and more 

comprehensive manner (Charlene & Steudel, 2003; Patton, 2002).  

 

The key policy document reviewed in order to understand the policy context was the 

Mahinda Chintana: Vision for the Future (2010), which is the overarching policy 

document of Sri Lanka. In addition to this developmental framework of the 

Government of Sri Lanka, a number of sectoral policy documents, State publications 

and budgetary information were used in the documentary review. It was expected that 

documents such as the reports of budgetary allocations would reflect objectivity in 

illustrating statements provided by interviewees and organisational policy documents.  

 

Next, policy documents from countries in the South Asian Association for Regional 

Cooperation (SAARC region) were reviewed since they provided opportunity for 

policy learning. For example, understanding policy gaps similar to those observed in 

Sri Lanka, and exploring how SAARC countries attempted to bridge the same gaps, 

allowed for comparative analysis and opportunities for policy learning. In addition to 

these, documents such as research papers and reports from multinational agencies, the 

World Bank and the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) were also 

used to enhance the reliability and accuracy of the research findings. This also acted as 

a triangulation technique, which allowed converging and diverging viewpoints to 

become more visible (Angen, 2000; Flick, 2004).  

Personal experience and engagement  

One of the major features of field research involving data collection is the involvement 

of the researcher. According to Patton (2002), personal experience of the researcher 

can play a critical role in understanding the lived-in experience of the interviewees. 

Personal experience is important to engage with expert interviewees in elaborating and 

clarifying policies or events (Rubin & Rubin, 1998). However, the literature cautions 

that the interviewer should not impose any position or view, but should instead be 

receptive to new knowledge emerging through the interviews (Kruss, 2005).  
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According to Basit (2009), the ability to be open minded enough to understand and 

interpret varying information depends on the knowledge gained by researchers 

through their previous work, conventions of their respective disciplines and 

professions, the advice of their mentors and the models internalised from whatever has 

been read. The basic idea behind data collection is to understand interviewees’ 

knowledge and insights, and in this regard it is important to be neutral and empathetic 

at the same time. Patton (2002: 49) defines empathetic neutrality as a position where 

the researcher is neither too involved, so as to become judgemental, nor too distant, so 

as to ‘lose’ understanding of the information. It is necessary to actively comprehend 

the information provided by the person being interviewed rather than to categorise the 

person as good or bad (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). In being neutral, the interviewer allows 

political ideologies, viewpoints and paradigms held by the interviewees to emerge 

naturally during the interviews. Sensitivity to differences needs to be maintained 

throughout. Being responsive through active listening allows much insight into the 

interview process and perspectives of different participants (Patton, 2002). In this 

regard the researcher is required to ‘take the point of view of the other’, since failing 

to do so is considered disrespectful and unethical (Guba & Lincoln, 2005).  

Data analysis  

The analysis attempted to discern the current policy context in Sri Lanka, climate 

change associated problems, steps taken to solve them, whether and why any steps 

taken so far had been successful and what further steps might be taken to improve the 

situation (Miller, 2004). In the analysis, the information provided by policy actors, 

was complemented by documentary research so as to help the mapping of the policy 

and institutional landscape of Sri Lanka. The information thus generated allowed the 

researcher to advance propositions, conjectures and suggestions that reflected 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka, and pathways for its 

development.   

 

Patton (2002:55) calls analysis of qualitative research a ‘creative synthesis’ because 

qualitative research allows a variety of sources such as in-depth interviews, 

documental reviews, and personal experience and engagement to be used for the 

synthesis of a new kind of interpretive narrative that the researcher constructs. In other 
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words, analysis in qualitative research allows the construction of new knowledge in 

the form of general or emergent patterns, propositions, hypotheses, conjectures, 

suggestions or even a theory (Carter & Little, 2007). However, the qualitative 

researcher needs to engage as a critical realist in attempting to ‘go beyond statements 

of regularity to the analysis of the mechanism, processes and structure that account for 

the patterns that are observed’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011: 11).  

 

Though the inductive approach taken precluded the thesis from being supported by 

prior theories or positions, it did not prevent the researcher from being informed by 

theories revealed through the literature review. According to Charmaz (2005: 509), 

‘no qualitative method relies purely on inductiveness – the questions we ask of the 

empirical world frame what we know of it’.  

Strengths and limitations of the methodology 

One of the major strengths of the qualitative research approach followed here is its 

ability to reveal rich and deep information about Sri Lanka’s climate change policy 

arena. This knowledge is of immense value in determining the direction and the 

framework for climate change adaptation policy. Though there is a large amount of 

literature about climate change adaptation, little of it reveals how policy actors directly 

engaged in the adaptation policy arena comprehend climate change related policy 

problems and determine solutions for them.  

 

Obtaining information on how policy actors really visualise climate change policy 

problems, and on how they attempt to find solutions, is important because these views 

depend on paradigm and value positions that can be highly elusive. As climate change 

is a multi-sectoral, multi-scale and multi-perspective issue, identification of policy 

problems is fraught with controversies, uncertainties and other difficulties. Attempting 

solutions for these problems is no less easy. This calls for a research methodology 

capable of allowing policy actors to reveal their viewpoints without barriers. In this 

regard, the capacity of the in-depth interviewing technique is unsurpassed.  
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In order for the research to be rigorous and strong, several verification methods were 

used in designing the research method. The strength of qualitative research – its 

verifiability – can be determined through four characteristics: credibility, 

dependability, transferability and confirmation of information (Rolf, 2006). The 

capacity of methods used in this project to facilitate these four criteria is now 

discussed. 

 

The use of a multiplicity of sources added credibility to the research. Credibility 

corresponds to internal validity in quantitative research. Credibility is achieved when 

the results of the research are believable from the perspective of participants (Patton, 

2002). Patton claims that credibility can be achieved if investigator bias can be 

minimised; to achieve this, he proposes rigorous data collection methods and cross 

checks through multiple sources (2002). Using multiple sources that are independent 

of each other allows more impartial assessment of information provided by 

interviewees and documents. Though Guba & Lincoln (2005) advocate the use of 

techniques such as cross-checks to ensure credibility of the research, other authors 

contest this point of view. For example, Rolf (2006) contends that any attempt at 

getting artificial or forced consensus from another party can lead to a loss of 

meaningfulness of the data. 

 

Dependability (or reliability in quantitative terms) allows the same research to be 

repeated by another researcher. However, considering the dynamic, fluid and 

contextual nature of policy research, the methodology seeks to ensure dependability 

through meticulous note-taking and transcribing of information (Sandelowsky, 1995). 

These allow the research to be considered dependable because the context of the 

research is thoroughly explained for another to follow if so needed (Angen, 2000).  

 

This research focused on policy at the national level, and therefore the research design 

did not attempt to obtain vertical viewpoints, for example, from officers at various 

divisions, directorates and sections. Rather, a horizontal approach was used, wherein 

core information was sought from key ministries and departments. The core group, 

consisting of senior Ministerial and Departmental officials, was made up of people 

with a considerable number of years of experience, and hence could be assumed to 

have gained extensive ‘policy learning’ over the years. This horizontal approach 
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yielded the ‘extensive’ character to the research, and this extensiveness, in turn, 

brought in generalisability and, by extension, transferability of the research findings to 

a similar situation.  

 

Confirmability of the findings is another strength of the research method used. 

Confirmation of the findings speaks of the objectivity of the researcher in collecting 

information. It also signifies whether the research method and analysis invites 

corroboration from others (Rolf, 2006). The research design presented earlier 

rationalises how and why different individuals were identified and this detailed 

explanation is expected to allow confirmability. For example, the research design 

selected participants based on two main categories, and this design not only allowed 

the entry of a broad spectrum of independent view points, but also enabled a wide 

variety of information to be collected, thus enhancing the robustness of the research. 

 

As explained above, the use of multiple sources added much strength to the research. 

Semi-structured interviews provided for the collection of subject-specific information 

while allowing participants to elaborate on reasons, intricacies and ramifications of the 

topic (Hall, 2008: 158). It guided the interview while allowing the interview process to 

be focused on the subject of analysis. While the in-depth nature of the interviews 

encouraged a rich and diverse flow of information, employing interviews as the sole 

source of information would have left the research weak in many respects (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1988). Using documents as a supporting source of information enabled the 

information collected through the interviews to be corroborated, and discrepancies to 

be identified where there were divergent accounts.  

 

As discussed previously, triangulation allows the researcher to arrive at descriptive 

inferences and causal inferences, thereby enhancing the usefulness of the research 

findings (Keohane, 2008). Use of multiple sources also enables triangulation, wherein 

interview data are allowed to be assessed and interpreted through another source, 

namely documents (Angen, 2000; Flick, 2004). Triangulation further strengthens the 

research by providing the research with credibility, dependability, transferability and 

confirmability at the same time (Angen, 2002; Warren & Karner, 2010).  
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Despite these strengths, the research had several limitations. A major gap in the 

research methodology was its inability to determine the perspectives of vulnerable 

communities about the nature and extent of climate-change-related policy problems, 

and solutions proposed for these problems. Although an attempt was made to include 

community viewpoints by incorporating representatives of NGOs, community-based 

organisations and media, direct information from communities was not sought for 

reasons of time, space, accessibility and resources.  

 

Perspectives that are different from those held by individuals in the two categories 

assessed through this method could have been important. Such perspectives could 

have been revealed if private sector organisations had been included in the sample. 

Interviewing members of private sector organisations that play a key role in economic 

development – especially those engaged in natural resource based industries such as 

agriculture and fisheries – would have enabled more insights into how non-

governmental sectors comprehended the appropriateness of state policy in addressing 

climate change problems.  

 

Another group omitted during purposive sampling was the insurance industry, which 

might have been in a position to reveal first-hand information about the losses 

communities and social infrastructure have had to incur in the past. This industry 

would undoubtedly have been in a position to reveal shortcomings in public policy in 

terms of its weaknesses in mitigation of risks.  

 

Another gap in the research was its inability to examine opportunities forgone, in 

terms of livelihoods and social well-being, as a result of climatic variability.  It was 

not possible to gain an understanding of these costs – for example, costs incurred 

through climate change variations that lead to desertification and decreasing water 

availability – as financial and social information about them is not available. Although 

there are statistics on loss of property and lives due to disaster events, what is more 

important from the viewpoint of vulnerable communities is the capacity to 

comprehend the enormity and significance of chronic effects of climate change, 

especially given that these impacts are less visible in comparison to major disasters.  
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Another limitation of the research might be the number of interviews carried out under 

each category. Due to the limited availability of time and resources, it was possible to 

interview only one person from each category. This might introduce bias to the 

research; however, this limitation arguably was balanced by the opportunities allowed 

for the inclusion of divergent viewpoints, by means of a number of sub-categories 

under Category B. 

Conclusion 

The research methodology used in determining the policy direction for a national 

climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka has been rigorous. The research 

method is verifiable in terms of its credibility, dependability, transferability and 

confirmability. It has allowed rich, context-specific information, important for 

addressing the research questions in a comprehensive manner, to enter the research 

process.  

 

The field work was highly successful in terms of the number of participants 

interviewed and the quality of information obtained, mainly due to the high-level 

positions and extensive experiences of those who participated. The purposive 

sampling and stratification of the sample allowed a wide range of information on 

policy perspectives to instruct the research. The field work was also useful in 

accessing relevant policy documents from stakeholder agencies.  

 

The following chapters will present the analysis of the information collected. Chapter 

7 sets out the policy context of Sri Lanka, then Chapters 8, 9 and 10 will present the 

analysis of interview data, supported by the documentary data analysis. Chapter 11 

will then present a review of climate change adaptation policies of the countries in the 

SAARC region, so as to enable lessons to be drawn about ‘appropriate’ climate 

change adaptation. Based on this analysis, Chapter 12 will present the conclusions of 

the thesis and a discussion on the analysis. 
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     Sri Lanka’s Policy Context 

Introduction 

In Chapters 7 and 8, I explore the key national developmental policy of Sri Lanka, 

Mahinda Chintana—Vision for the Future, to determine whether it can provide the 

basis for an appropriate climate change adaptation policy. Mahinda Chintana—Vision 

for the Future (MCVF, 2010) provides the main national macro-level socio-economic 

developmental policy for Sri Lanka for the decade that followed the end of the civil 

war in 2010, which lasted for over 30 years. This policy document is founded on two 

election manifestos of President Mahinda Rajapaksa. The first election manifesto was 

developed for the presidential election of 2005 and was titled ‘Mahinda Chintana: 

Victory for Sri Lanka 2005’. On President Rajapaksa’s re-election, this document 

became the road map for socio-economic development for the period 2005–2010, and 

the basis for the development of sectoral policies, programmes and government 

budgetary decision-making than and into the future. The MCVF (2010) deserves 

special consideration in this study, as it focuses on several key sectors that have a 

strong bearing on adapting to climate change. Evaluating this document provides 

insights into the policy development of all ministries and line agencies at national and 

sub-national levels.  

 

Accordingly, Chapter 7 provides the political and policy context that underlies the 

formulation of the MCVF (2010), in focusing on two themes that have serious 

consequences for the socio-ecological system in relation to climate change adaptation. 

First, Sri Lanka’s status in terms of the levels of poverty and the occurrence of 

regional developmental disparities; and second, the country’s current status in terms of 

ecological sustainability. Based on this outline of the policy context, the second 

section investigates how the MCVF (2010) sought to direct the development of the 

country. In this regard, the MCVF’s (2010) developmental objectives and the direction 

of its major thrusts are explored. To best understand this, the chapter is based on 

information provided in the MCVF (2010) itself, as well as scientific and 
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administrative publications including reports of national agencies such as those of the 

Central Bank of Sri Lanka and multinational agencies, for example, the Food and 

Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the World Bank. 

Policy and Politcal Context 

Ceylon gained independence from her British colonial rulers in 1948 was renamed Sri 

Lanka on becoming a socialist democratic republic in 1972. Sri Lanka has a complex 

administrative system, namely the Central Government system and the decentralised 

Provincial Government system. Under the Central Government administrative system, 

there are 25 districts, administered by a District Secretary who is an arm of the Central 

government. Each district is subdivided into Divisional Secretary Divisions, headed by 

a Divisional Secretary who is appointed by the Central government, and supervised by 

the District Secretary.  

 

Under the Provincial setup established by the 13th amendment to the Constitution and 

the Provincial Council Act number 47, in 1987, Sri Lanka is divided into nine 

Provinces. Each Provincial Council has a politically elected Chief Minister. The 

administrative structure of the Provincial governance structure is headed by a Chief 

Secretary, who is the provincial counterpart of the District Secretary. Another 

subnational level political structure stands under the Provincial structure. This 

comprises of Local Authorities, which more or less superimpose on Divisional 

Secretary Divisions. In contrast to Divisional Secretary Divisions, which are headed 

by officers from the Central government, Local Authorities have a politically elected 

head: a Mayor in the case of Municipal Councils or a Chairman in the case of Urban 

Councils and Pradeshiya Sabhas. 

Poverty and regional disparities  

As Adger (2003a) and Francisco (2008) highlight, in many developing countries, 

communities lack resources for climate change adaptation. Certainly this is true for Sri 

Lanka, with chronic poverty. An indicator of this was demonstrated for the period for 

the period 1990–2005 when 5.6% of the population earned below US$1 per day, and 



155 

 

41.6% earned below US$2 per day (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2010).22 Against this 

economic backdrop, a large proportion of the population is incapable of taking climate 

change adaptation seriously, due to immediate survival issues that confront them 

daily, including access to shelter, food, sanitation and clean water. 

 

Sharp regional disparities in income exacerbated the situation, which helped fuel a 

civil war which lasted for more than 35 years. The northern areas of the country, for 

example, lacked water for farming or opportunities for people to engage in alternative 

employment (Abeyratne, 2004).  In 1958, government policy that identified Sinhalese 

– the language of the majority – as the official language of the country triggered 

further dissatisfaction and unrest among Tamil communities in the north, which saw 

the powerful separatist militant group, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam, emerge 

(Spencer, 1990). Even though the subsequent governments tried to rectify the damage 

caused by this policy, by designating both Sinhalese and Tamil as official languages, 

major civil clashes surfaced in 1982 and led, over the time, to the death of thousands 

in Sinhalese, Tamil, Muslim, Malay and Burgher communities (Shastri, 1992). In 

2009, the war ceased with a major government offensive. Following the calm that 

ensued, the government together with international donor communities began carrying 

out major reconstruction for economic development in the northern and eastern areas 

of the country. 

 

The significance of regional disparities is very clear from a wide range of data. While 

the specifics of these data may vary from one set to another, they all support one 

fundamental point, that income is very unequally distributed. For example, the 

statistics of the Head Count Index (HCI), a commonly used measure of poverty, 

indicate distinct income disparity between Districts and Divisional Secretary regions; 

which are second-level adminstration divisions.23 For example, as shown in Table 7.1, 

                                                 
22  Note the latest figures were unavailable at the time of writing. 

 
23 There are four levels in the administrative system of Sri Lanka: Central, Provincial, District and 

Local.  Ceylon gained independence from her British colonial rulers in 1948 and was renamed Sri 

Lanka on becoming a socialist democratic republic in 1972. Sri Lanka has a complex administrative 

system, which includes the Central Government system and the decentralised Provincial 

Government system. In 1987, under the 13th amendment to the Constitution and the Provincial 

Council Act number 47, Sri Lanka was organised into nine provinces. Each province has a 
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the percentage of population living below the poverty line is highest in Nuwara Eliya 

District of the Central Province at 33.8%, and lowest in the Colombo District of the 

Western Province at 4.5%. The Head Count Indices for the districts of Badulla 

(23.7%), Ratnapura (26.6%) and Monaragala (33.2%) also indicate high poverty 

levels.  

 

However, this disparity is even higher among Divisional Secretary Divisions, as 

indicated in Table 7.1. For example, while the HCI of Badulla District as a whole is 

only 23.7%, one of its Divisional Secretary Divisions, the Rideemaliadda area has a 

very high HCI of 51.2%. In contrast, while the HCI of the Colombo District is 5.4%, 

one of its Divisional Secretary Areas—the Sri Jayawardenapura, area has an extremely 

low HCI of 2.7%. The discrepancy between District level statistics and Divisional 

Secretary level statistics also indicates a very high level of regional disparity; for 

example, between Sri Jayawardenapura in Colombo District and Rideemaliyadda in 

Badulla District (Thilakaratne & Satharasinghe, 2002). These statistics indicate that 

wealth is aggregated in certain centres such as Sri Jayawardenapura and Maharagama 

Divisional Secretary areas. 

 

Though overall poverty statistics for the national level show a declining trend, from 

15.2% in 2005 to 7.6% in 2010 (MCVF, 2010), poverty is still a highly serious 

problem in Sri Lanka, especially in rural and estate areas (Ministry of Finance and 

Planning, Sri Lanka, 2006). According to the Department of Census and Statistics, 

21.6 % of people working in the agricultural sector, 15.1% working in the industrial 

sector, and 11.3% working in the service sector, live below the poverty line (2010c). 

                                                                                                                                             
Provincial Council headed by an elected Chief Minister, with the administrative structure headed by 

a Chief Secretary. Twenty-five districts are then found in the provinces as a second-level 

administrative divisions. They are administered by a District Secretary who is a Central government 

appointee. Each district is subdivided into Divisional Secretary Divisions, which are then sub-

divided into local authorities (or Grama Niladari Divisiosn). In contrast to Divisional Secretary 

Divisions, which are headed by officers from the Central government, local authorities have a 

politically elected head: a Mayor in the case of Municipal Councils or a Chairman in the case of 

Urban Councils and Pradeshiya Sabhas. 
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Table 7.1 Regional income disparities in Sri Lanka, 2002 

District HCI  

(%) 

Divisional Secretary 

Divisions 

HCI 

(%) 

Colombo 5.4 Sri Jayawardenapura 2.7 

Maharagama 3.5 

Hanwella 14.2 

Badulla                             

23.7 

Rideemaliyadda 51.2 

Meegahakivula    46.5 

Kandaketiya        46.1 

Kurunegala           25.0      Ridiyagama 32.8 

Ratnapura                         

26.6 

Elapatha      40.1 

Wligepola    39.2 

Embilipitiya 31.6 

Monaragala           33.2    Siyambalanduwa  51.8 

Nuwara Eliya        33.8 Hanguranketha 34.6 

Ambagamuwa  22.9 

Source: Adapted from Thilakaratne & Satharasinghe (2002) 

Communities working in agriculture-related livelihoods live predominantly in rural 

areas and are strongly dependent on natural resources. This situation, combined with 

their high levels of poverty, make these communities highly vulnerable to climate 

change.  

 

Sector-wise, 30% of people in the estate sector and 25% in the rural sector are below 

the poverty line, in stark contrast to the urban sector, where 92% of the people live 

above the poverty line (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 2010). Weak food 

security, unfavourable health conditions and lack of education among the poor make 

them highly vulnerable to climate change impacts. Improved availability of safe 

drinking water and access to sanitation can play a major role in increasing the 

capacities of these communities to face challenges of climate change (Adger, 1999). 

The non-availability of infrastructure, especially in areas distant from urban centres, 

can decrease access to necessary resources when these populations are facing climate 

change impacts.  
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Poverty is also reflected in the state of food security (Stobutzki, Silvestre & Garces, 

2006). The Food and Agriculture Organisation (2010) identifies more than 2.8 million 

people in Sri Lanka are challenged with chronic food insecurity, while about another 

two million suffer from acute food crisis and emergency situations. Food security in a 

region is determined by the availability of food and access to it. Food availability is a 

major issue in the provinces of Southern, North Western, Sabaragamuwa and Uva 

where villages do not have access to markets and have low levels of food production, 

especially due to lack of water for irrigation (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 

2010). Lack of access to food, on the other hand, is due to low income levels and 

increasing inflation rates that reduce the purchasing power of communities.  

 

According to the World Food Programme (2003), out of 323 Divisional Secretary 

Divisions in Sri Lanka, 94 (29%) are highly vulnerable to food insecurity. The status 

of food security varies further at the village level. For example, in Badulla District 

there are 567 ‘Grama Niladhari’ divisions.24 Of these, 138 Grama Niladhari divisions 

are designated as ‘most vulnerable’ to food insecurity while 145 Grama Niladhari 

divisions are classed as ‘less vulnerable’. The vulnerability to food security is more 

serious in some provinces than in others. For example, more than 42% of 774,555 

people in the Badulla district are vulnerable to food insecurity.  

 

Data on food insecurity is supported by exceedingly high rates of children being 

underweight, with the national average 33%. More than 13% of babies are born 

underweight due to nutritional problems suffered by pregnant mothers. Being 

underweight as a child can lead to poor mental and physical development (Shekar, 

Somanathan & Du, 2007).  

 

Statistics on healthcare status indicate a serious lack of qualified healthcare personnel, 

especially in rural areas. According to WHO statistics, in Sri Lanka there are only 0.49 

physicians per 1000 population (2012). By way of contrast, the figures for the rich 

countries of Switzerland and Australia are 4.07 and 2.99 respectively (World Health 

Organisation, 2012). Most physicians in Sri Lanka are concentrated in the Colombo 

District. A number of districts—including Killinochchi, Mulathivu and Mannar—did 

                                                 
24  Grama Niladhari divisions mostly coincide with villages, and are administratively supervised by the 

central government system. 
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not receive the services of specialised physicians in 2001 (World Health Organisation, 

2007).  

 

Nevertheless, Sri Lanka has realised remarkable achievements in the health sector; for 

example, in lowering infant mortality rates for 1000 live births from 47 in 1970 to 11 

in 2005 (Filmer, Hammer & Pritchett, 2000; Rannan-Eliya & Sikurajapathy, 2009). 

However, these data are national level aggregate statistics, and as such, may not 

indicate an improvement in mortality rates throughout the whole country, but rather an 

improvement in major cities (Colambage, 2012). Discrepancy in healthcare is visible 

when comparing the availability of registered medical officers and assistant medical 

officers relative to population, as shown in Table 7.2. 

Table 7.2 Distribution disparity of registered medical officers, 2008 

District Population Number of people per medical officer 

Colombo 2,553,000 20,261 

Monaragala 440,000 44,000 

Source: Adapted from Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2011a) 

In addition to these healthcare statistics, repeated occurrences of vector-borne 

epidemics are a serious health concern, which lead to lower productivity and even 

mortality. According to Table 7.3, dengue has become a severe problem for Sri Lanka. 

While statistics about incidences of dengue keep fluctuating, the rising trend is clear. 

Table 7.3 Dengue cases in Sri Lanka 2003-2010 

 2003 2004 2006 2009 2010 

Total suspected cases 4,672 16,101 11,980 32,713 33,927 

Deaths 32 88 50 350 239 

Source: Adapted from International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent  

Societies (2010) 

Dengue epidemics are mainly due to changing climatic conditions, rapid urbanisation, 

overcrowding of cities and haphazard disposal of waste (Ministry of Environment, Sri 

Lanka, 2011b). It is mostly the poor who lack preventive facilities and the capacity to 
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seek medical assistance immediately, and who thus bear the greatest brunt when such 

epidemics strike.  

 

Education is essential for the wellbeing of the people and according to national 

statistics, on average, around 10% of the population have completed secondary level 

Grade 12 or above, while 22% have completed only some level of primary education. 

However, in some districts the status of education is much lower. For example, in the 

Nuwara Eliya and Monaragala Districts less than 9% of the population have 

completed Grade 12, while about 30% have only some level of primary education. 

Regional disparity in education is indicated where some districts, for example, 

Colombo, have more than 17% of the population with higher education levels 

(Department of Census and Statistics, 2012).  

 

The labour force, too, reflects regional disparities. Out of some 7.6 million people 

comprising the total labour force in the country, only around 16% have had an 

education above GCE Advance Level (Grade 12), while the majority of the labour 

force has an education of only up to Grade 1-10 (Department of Census and Statistics, 

2012). The Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, Sri Lanka (2011b) 

indicates that out of the 19 Divisional Secretary Divisions whose livelihoods are 

highly vulnerable to drought, only four Divisional Secretary Divisions have more than 

20% of the population with secondary education, while some 80% of people living in 

these highly vulnerable areas do not have secondary education. Such low levels of 

education can heighten the vulnerability of communities to climate change. 

 

Many communities use unsafe drinking water and some districts appear to be lagging 

far behind others (see Table 7.4). For example, in the Nuwara Eliya district nearly 

50% of the population access unsafe drinking water, while national level statistics 

indicate more than 90% of the population have access to safe drinking water (World 

Health Organisation, 2012: 53).  
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Table 7.4 Districts in which more than 20% of the population use unsafe drinking water 

 District % using unsafe drinking water 

Nuwara eliya 48.6 

Ratnapura 38.1 

Kegalle 25.8 

Matara 23.7 

Kandy  21.8 

Matale 20.4 

Badulla 20.7 

Source: Adapted from Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka (2007) 

Natural disasters are a major reason for unsafe drinking water conditions. Impacts of 

drought are amplified when affected groups are poor. According to the Ministry of 

Environment and Natural Resources, Sri Lanka, access to safe drinking water is not 

available to 575,287 people who live in 13 drought-prone Divisional Secretary 

Divisions; of these, some 195,000 live below the poverty line. Floods also threaten 

drinking water availability for another 1.84 million living in 26 Divisional Secretary 

Divisions, wherein more than 360,000 live below the poverty line (2010b).  

 

Sanitation also plays a major role in health conditions of communities. According to 

the World Health Organisation (2010), access to improved sanitation in Sri Lanka has 

steadily progressed over the last few decades, as indicated in Table 7.5 below. 

Table 7.5 Access to improved sanitation in Sri Lanka from 1990 to 2006 (%) 

Sector  1990 2000 2006 

Urban 85 88 89 

Rural 68 80 86 

Total 71 81 86 

Source: World Health Organisation (2010:49) 

Despite the situation indicated by these aggregate statistics, the figures for access to 

sanitation at provincial and district levels show a wider disparity. For example, 
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according to the Department of Census and Statistics (2007), 27% of the houses in the 

Baticaloa district, 21% in the Nuwara Eliya district, 19% in the Puttlam district, 14% 

in Ratapura district, and 13% in Badulla district lack exclusive toilet facilities. 

Accordingly, the situation with regard to access for safe drinking water and sanitation 

prevailing in Sri Lanka indicates that human living conditions in the country need 

significant improvement. 

 

The regional disparity in incomes is mirrored in poor access to, and the state of, 

infrastructure and utilities. There are about 12,000 km of national roads, 15,500 km of 

provincial roads, 65,000 km of local roads, and an unknown number of ‘unclassified’ 

roads, in Sri Lanka (World Bank 2007; Donnges, Edmonds & Johannessen, 2007). 

About 70% of rural roads are in poor condition. These roads have a cost of 

maintenance that exceeds cost of replacement. Since maintenance of these roads is 

generally considered ‘financially unproductive’, they have been neglected for many 

years, despite their importance to the socio-economic development of the rural sectors 

and village communities. 

 

The public transport system plays a major role in the economic and social life in Sri 

Lanka. Of 65 million kilometres of passenger travel in 2001, more than 50 million 

kilometres was undertaken by bus and railway. However, the quality of the public 

transport service is very poor (Kumarage, 2004). For example, the State railway 

service does not cover most populated areas. Fares are also highly subsidised, which 

has led to a lack of finance for maintenance, and an overall low service quality of the 

service.  

 

Though bus services have better coverage than rail, bus fares are considerably higher 

and are not subsidised. As the private sector plays a key role in bus transport, fares are 

consistently increased; sometimes 100% increases are seen within a single year 

(Kumarage & Jayaratne, 2008). This is mostly due to lack of regulatory control over 

private sector operations, strengthened by the political power of a small group of 

private bus owners (Kumarage & Jayaratne, 2008). This situation indicates the need 

for greater involvement of the State for improving infrastructure and transport in Sri 

Lanka.  
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Lack of electricity is another problem that reduces the wellbeing and resilience of 

communities. At the national scale, 80% of people have electricity, but in the case of 

electricity supply, too, there are regional disparities. For example, 47.3% of people in 

Monaragala District live without electricity supply, compared with 37.3% in 

Ratnapura District, 33.5% in Ampara District, 33% in Anuradhapura District, 31% in 

Putlam District, 29.2% in Baticaloa District, 28.4% in Kurunegala District, 27.2% in 

Matale District, 26.2% in Hambantota District, and 25.5% in Pollonnaruwa District 

(Ministry of Finance and Planning, Sri Lanka, 2006).  

 

The situation is far more serious at the Divisional Secretary Division level, and even 

more so at the household level. Nationally, nearly 44% of poor households lack 

electricity, while in certain provinces the level of electrification is extremely poor, as 

indicated in Figure 7.1. In the Eastern province, 73.6% of low income households live 

without electricity. This compares with 59.8% in the North Central province, 53.8% in 

the North Western province, 53.3% in the Uva province, and 51.2% in the 

Sabaragamuwa province. In contrast, in middle-income households only 16.4% lack 

electricity at the national level (Department of Census and Statistics, 2007). 

 

According to Gunawardhana (2010), there is a high level of disparity in the 

distribution and use of grid-based electricity supply; for example, more than 50% of 

the grid power is used by one province, while communities in some provinces, 

including Northern and North Central, receive less than 5%. Lack of electricity further 

aggravates disparities among regions, as it degrades living standards of some 

communities by hampering their education, industrial activities, living standards and 

healthcare services.  

 

In summary, it is clear that compounding the absolute national levels of poverty, there 

are serious regional developmental disparities that create stark inequalities and 

inequities among communities in their access to basic resources and services. 

Disparities between regions are a major problem in Sri Lanka due to the resulting lack 

of resources and capacities, which makes communities highly vulnerable to the effects 

of climate change and are a major obstacle in adapting to climate change impacts. This 

analysis highlights the need for macro-level policy that can alleviate regional 

disparities and the resultant place-based poverty. 
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Figure 7.1  Status of electrification in Sri Lanka, 2006 

Source: USAID (2007) 
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Ecological  status  

Key issues identified by Sri Lanka’s National Environmental Action Plan 1998–2001, 

which have adverse impacts on socio-ecological sustainability are land degradation, 

loss of biological diversity, unsustainable exploitation of forests and natural resources, 

water pollution, air pollution, and disposal of solid and hazardous waste (Ministry of 

Forestry and Environment, Sri Lanka, 

1998). It is estimated that more than 30% of land in Sri Lanka is degraded at varying 

levels, and thus is a serious problem. Land degradation comprises a multitude of 

issues that include heavy soil erosion, high sedimentation, loss of soil fertility and 

resulting poor crop yields, salinisation, and landslides (United Nations, 1994). Soil 

erosion is especially rampant in fragile central highlands due to poor agricultural 

practices, deforestation and lack of soil conservation measures (Dissanayake & 

Rupasinghe, 1996). Extensive soil erosion and runoff leads to high levels of 

sedimentation, causing a variety of problems such as decreased soil nutrient levels and 

reduction of water storage capacities in water reservoirs and retention facilities, which 

causes flooding.  

 

Another major environmental threat is loss of biodiversity (Erdelen, 1988). Sri Lanka 

has very high levels of endemic fauna and flora25, some of the highest in Asia. 

However, it is now rapidly diminishing due to fragmentation and degradation of 

natural habitats caused by expansion of agriculture, human settlements and 

infrastructure, pollution of coastal and freshwater habitats, and overexploitation of 

stocks of natural resources. With increasing human activities, habitats such as natural 

wetlands, marshes and swamps capable of supporting high levels of biodiversity are 

being replaced by artificial wetlands such as monoculture paddy fields. These artificial 

wetlands do not possess the qualities of natural wetlands, which allow them to be 

habitats for wild fauna and flora. When water and soil quality is further degraded by 

salinisation, sedimentation and pollution due to upstream industrial and agricultural 

                                                 
25   For example, 18% of mammals, 59% of reptiles, 12% of resident birds, 28% of flowering plant 

species, 82% of amphibians, 54% of freshwater fish, 76% of land molluscs, and 100% of freshwater 

crabs are endemic to the country (Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, Sri Lanka, 2009). 

According to the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, Sri Lanka (2009), this highly 

endemic biodiversity stock has resulted from 20 million years of separation as an island. 
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activities, further loss of species and habitat diversity occurs (Bellio, Kingsford & 

Kotagama, 2009).  

 

Sharply decreasing forest cover is another major threat to a large number of important 

species and their habitats (Yamamoto, 2000; UN, 2002). For example, during a period 

of a mere eight years, from 1992–1999, total forest cover in Sri Lanka fell by 112,944 

hectares or by 7.2 % (see Table 7.6).  

Table 7.6 Change in extent of forest covers in Sri Lanka during the period 

1991–1999 

 1992 1999  

Forest Type Ha % 

change 1992 1999 

Montane forests 3,108.0 3,099.5 -0.3 

Sub-Montane forests 68,838.0 65,792.0 -4.4 

Lowland Rainforests 141,549.0 124,340.8 -12.2 

Moist Evergreen Forests 243,877.0 221,977.0 -9.0 

Dry Tropical Forests 1,094,287.0 1,027,544.0 -6.1 

Riverine Forests 22,411.0 18,352.1 -18.1 

Total 1,574,070.0 1,461,105.4 -7.2 

Source: Adapted from Government of Sri Lanka and UN REDD (2012) 

When types of forests are considered, 70% of the forests in the country are dry 

tropical, while lowland rainforests amount only to less than 10% of the total forest 

cover, where the highest density of biodiversity occurs. A large reduction and 

fragmentation in the lowland rainforests has occurred because of human settlement 

and infrastructure expansion (Yamamoto, 2000; Ministry of Environment and Natural 

Resources, Sri Lanka, 2009).  

 

Dry zone tropical forests are also highly significant as habitats of large mammal 

species.26 These forest habitats, too, are being rapidly depleted, leading to severe 

conservation problems such as those involving human-elephant conflicts. 

                                                 
26 For example, the endangered Sri Lankan Leopard (Panthera pardus kotiya), elephants (Elephas 

maximus maximus), Sri Lankan Sloth Bear (Melursus ursinus inornatus), Sri Lankan Sambar Deer 

(Rusa unicolour unicolour), and the Sri Lankan Spotted Deer (Axis axis ceylonensis). 
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Developmental activities, infrastructure projects and export crop plantations have 

serious negative impacts on the forest cover. For example, according to Erdelen 

(1988), the accelerated Mahaweli Development Project—a large-scale irrigation 

project that targeted agricultural development in the dry zone—has caused the loss of 

more than 2630 km2 of forest cover.  

 

But the wet montane forests have been the forests most extensively cleared for tea and 

cocoa plantations, during the colonial periods. These are also the most fragile due to 

the rich biodiversity they contain. The Knuckles Forest Reserve located at 3000–6000 

feet in the central hills protects less than 6000 hectares. Agriculture, especially export-

oriented agriculture, also plays a key role in the degradation of these forests. One 

reason is because more than 55% of the land area in which cardamom is grown is 

located within the Knuckles forests.27 In addition to cardamom plantations, there are 

some 40 tea plantations adjoining these protected forests, which further degrade the 

forest ecosystem (Bandaratillake, 2002).  

 

The largest reduction in forest cover though is seen in the Riverine Forests, due to 

sand mining, gem mining, agriculture, tourism and other industries (Dissanayaka & 

Rupasinghe, 1996). This, too, is serious as the Riverine Forests make up significant 

watersheds of waterways and major river basins. Once these forests are degraded, 

groundwater recharge is severely threatened. In addition, depleted forestry opens up 

the river basins to serious erosion, causing rivers to be silted, thereby intensifying the 

threat of flooding. Furthermore, the soil on river banks is often laid bare, leading to 

silting of major reservoirs fed by these rivers, decreasing water retention capacities, 

and in turn, adversely affecting agriculture.    

 

The coastal environment of Sri Lanka also has a wide variety of habitats, including 

marshes, dunes, estuaries, lagoons and mangroves which together provide rich 

ecosystems.28 These sites bear the brunt of many economic activities, including 

                                                 
27  Cardamom is a major spice that earns considerable export revenue for the country. 

 
28 For example, there are about 42,000 hectares of lagoons and esturaies, about 120,000 hectares of 

wetlands, around 8000 hectares of mangroves, 50 linear kilometres of coral reefs and 300 linear 

kilometres of sand dunes along the coastline. The 45 estuaries and 42 lagoons found along Sri Lanka’s 

coastline are important both as natural habitats for a variety of plant and animal species and as sources 

for food, recreational activities and tourist destinations. 
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resource exploitation, haphazard disposal of solid waste, and the discharge of 

industrial, commercial and domestic liquid effluents (Joseph, 2003; Kotagama & 

Bambaradeniya, 2006). Changes in bilogical, physical and chemical composition of 

estuaries and lagoons due to anthropogenic activities have serious repercussions for 

the productivity of the ecosystems and affect the health of many species, including key 

fishery species (Wickramasinghe, 2010).  

 

As indicated by some examples shown in Table 7.7, the coastal area is highly 

degraded and is further threatened by hotels, settlements, industrial and agricultural 

activities, as well as by illegal extraction of sand and coral for construction purposes 

(Lowry & Wickramaratne, 1988).  

Table 7.7  Some major coastal ecosystems degraded due to anthropogenic causes 

Location Degradation Causes 

Lunawa Lagoon Pollution Disposal of sewage and industrial effluents 

Batticaloa 

Lagoon 

Eutrophication and 

pollution  

Effluents containing excessive levels of 

nutrients and pesticides from prawn farms 

Chilaw Lagoon Eutrophication and 

pollution  

Effluents containing excessive levels of 

nutrients and pesticides from prawn farms 

Puttlum Lagoon Eutrophication and 

pollution  

Effluents with excessive nutrients and 

pesticides from prawn farms 

Deduru oya Salt water intrusion Sand mining 

Kelaniya 

Estuary 

Salt water intrusion Sand mining 

Pollution Underground oil pipeline leaks 

Industrial effluent 

Negambo 

Lagoon and 

Estuary 

Siltation Upstream development activities such as 

irrigation schemes, deforestation and mining, 

construction of jetties and piers for boats, 

clearing of mangroves 

Illegal encroaching and filling 

Pollution Illegal sewage disposal 

Industrial effluent 

Excessive nutrients 

and pesticides 

Effluent from prawn farms 

Source: Adapted from Joseph (2003); Wickramasinghe (2010) 
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Overexploitation is a major reason for diminishing coastal natural resources. For 

example, overfishing affects the long-term sustainability of the fishery stock. One 

estimate of the annual maximum yield (MSY) consistent with a sustainable fishery is 

172,300 tons in the coastal region (Samaranayaka 2003) (see Table 7.8). Another 

estimate for MSY for the coastal region was given by the Fritzjof Nansen Survey 

conducted in 1979-1980 as 250,000 tons. 

Table 7.8 Estimates of MSY and effort at MSY as indicated by different categories of 

fishing craft 

Category MSY (tons) Fishing effort at MSY 

(in number of boats) 

Inboard 

motorized fishing 

crafts 

53,463 2,715 

Outboard 

motorized fishing 

crafts 

60,939 7,839 

Traditional 

artisanal fishing 

crafts 

57,931 22,146 

Total 172,300  

Source: Samaranayaka (2003) 

But the maximum production from the coastal zone in Sri Lanka that occurred in 1984 

at 184,000 tons and which has not been exceeded since then makes both of the above 

estimates for MSY appear unrealistic. This calls for a more precautionary mode of 

operation. However, while claiming there is uncertainty regarding a correct MSY 

estimate, and while recognising the need to follow the precautionary approach, the 

Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (2007), in its Ten Year Development 

Policy Framework, reveals a plan to harvest 258,000 tons of fish from the coastal 

zone. But such tonnage exceeds both above estimates of maximum sustainable yield. 

The Ministry also plans to introduce more boats and motorise traditional craft to 

enhance the fish catch, which all well indicates an unsustainable approach. 

 

Sand, lime and clay resources are also facing overexploitation due to increasing 

construction and industrial activities (Horen van, Leaf, & Pinnawala 2004). Some rivers 

such as the Deduru Oya, which has been heavily mined over the last few decades, 

have now exhausted their capacity to provide sand for construction purposes. In the 

face of the demand for river sand, illegal sand mining in rivers has prospered and this 
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has also led to severe erosion of river banks and destabilisation of structures such as 

bridges and piers (Katupotha, 2009).  

 

Pollution of waterways is another major environmental problem. Use of 

agrochemicals is one of the major reasons for water pollution and eutrophication, 

especially in agricultural regions such as Nuwara Eliya. In Nuwara Eliya, water bodies 

used for drinking purposes are seriously polluted with agricultural runoff, and can 

contain harmful contaminants well above the recommended safe levels (AIT-UNEP, 

2011). Major rivers that flow through industrialised commercial areas have also felt 

the consequence of highly polluting activities.  

 

The Pavitra Ganga (Clean River) program is a pilot project that seeks a collective 

approach in improving the water quality of one of the major rivers, which is the source 

of drinking water for the Colombo District. One observation from the Ministry of 

Environment and Natural Resources—the lead agency that implemented the pilot 

project—was that on numerous occasions, low water quality of the Kelani River was 

due to high levels of chemical oxygen demand (COD).29 This indicated the existence 

of industrial effluents and high levels of biological oxygen demand (BOD), which 

further indicated pollution due to effluent from food industries, domestic sewage and 

non-point runoff. In addition, toxins such as butyl–tin compounds have been detected, 

which can disrupt endocrine activities at considerably low concentrations of 11–38 

µg/g in wet weight in fish, presumably due to ship repair activities in the coastal 

region (Guruge & Tanabe, 2001).  

 

With regard to air pollution, according to Nandasena, Wickremasinghe & 

Sathiakumar, (2010), vehicular emissions contributed up to 60% of polluting 

emissions, and PM10concentrations stabilised at around 80 µg/m3 during the period 

2002–2007,30  which is considerably higher than the World Health Organisation 

(WHO) prescribed level of 20 µg/m3, as indicated in Figure 7.2. According to the 

                                                 
29  In my capacity as the Assistant Director of the Ministry of Environment, I was involved in the 

program for several years and noted that fortnightly water quality monitoring of the Kelani River 

indicated that its water quality fell below safe drinking water standards, and was deemed unsuitable 

for recreational activities like bathing and swimming. 

 
30  PM10 refers to Particulate Matter < 10 µm; that is, suspended particles with a diameter of 10 

micrometres or less). 
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Central Environmental Authority (CEA), PM10 concentrations increased further to 94 

µg/m3 in 2011 (Central Environmental Authority, Sri Lanka, 2011). Senanayaka et al. 

(2001) have shown that the number of children requiring emergency nebulising 

treatment increases on the days when SO2 and NO2 pollution levels are high, 

indicating a high correlation between the pollutant levels and sickness (Senanayaka et 

al., 2001). Though levels of NO2 and SO2 pollutants are still below the national 

standards, these pollutants have shown an rise over past years (Nandasena et al., 

2010), indicating the importance of reconsidering developmental activities that 

disregard consequences of air and water pollution for human health. 

 

Figure 7.2 Annual averages of PM-10 at Colombo Fort ambient air  

quality monitoring Station  1998-2007 

Source: Nandasena et al.  (2010: 4) 

Solid waste and hazardous waste have also become a major environmental and health 

concern in Sri Lanka. Per capita generation of solid waste in the country varies from 

region to region. For example, in the Colombo Municipal Council area, per capita 

solid waste generation is 0.85 kg per day. It is 0.75 kg in other Municipal Council 

areas, 0.6 kg in Urban Council areas and 0.4 kg in Pradeshiya Sabhas (Ministry of 

Environment and Natural Resources, Sir Lanka, 2007). According to data collected by 

the Ministry of Environment, around 6400 tons of waste is generated in the country 

per day, of which only 2700 tons are collected by local authorities. Of this amount 
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more than 1600 tons are collected from Western Province, where Colombo is situated; 

this is more than 50% of the waste generated in the whole country. 

 

The composition of waste in Sri Lanka appears highly conducive for composting and 

recycling as it consists of around 80% biodegradable waste, 6% paper, 5% polythene 

and plastics, and 5% wood and 2% glass (Ministry of Environment and Natural 

Resources, Sri Lanka, 2007). However, this composition can be expected to change 

with increasing per capita income levels, increasing the non-degradable components 

such as polythene and plastic, while decreasing the biodegradable amount (Sakai, 

Sawell, Chandler, Eighmy, Kosson, Vehlow, et al., 1996; Vidanaarachchi, Yuen & 

Pilapitiya, 2006).  

 

Composting of biodegradable waste not only reduces the amount of waste that needs 

to be disposed, but also reduces the BOD concentrations of the leachate generated 

from disposed waste from 11,000 mg/L to about 1600 mg/L, thereby reducing the 

polluting potential of the waste (Pilapitiya & Ponnambalam, 1998). This is important 

considering the majority of disposal sites in the country are open dumps, mostly 

located in low lying areas near water sources (Vidanaarachchi et al., 2006). Most 

hazardous waste, including components of industrial, clinical and electronic waste, at 

present also ends up in these dump sites comingled with normal solid waste, giving 

further rise to potential health hazards.  

 

Overall, it is clear there is an urgent need for developmental policy that can not only 

prevent environmental degradation but also improve the wellbeing of Sri Lanka’s 

socio-ecological systems for, amongst other things, resilience to climate change. 

The MCVF (2010) and national development 

In facing the policy challenges posed above, the MCVF (2010) focuses on two main 

objectives to achieve. The first is a doubling of the present national per capita income 

of US$2000; and the second is increasing the country’s GDP from US$49 to US$98 

billion by 2016. The policy thus aims to steer the country towards being a mid-income 

country in less than seven years. This would be done through an accelerated 
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developmental trajectory based on increases in international trade, international 

service income and remittances, and expansion of earnings from tourism, as indicated 

in Table 7.9.  

 

However, in seeking a 100% increase in international trade turnover, a 115% increase 

in exports, a 300% increase in net international service income, a 400% increase in 

tourism, and a 100% increase in remittances, the macroeconomic policy of Sri Lanka 

can be seen to fit the much questioned ‘dependency developmental’ paradigm, as 

identified by Gereffi (1994: 231). 

Table 7.9 Sources of expected income enhancements by 2016 

 Present 

(2010) 

Expected 

(by 2016) 

International trade turnover (US$ Billion) 21.3 44.1 

Exports (US$ Billion) 8.0 18.0 

International service income (net) (US$ 

Billion) 

0.6 2.6 

Income from tourism (US$  Billion) 0.5 2.5 

Remittances (US$ Billion) 3.8 7.0 

Source: Adapted from MCVF (2010) 

The dependency development paradigm follows economic growth drivers heavily 

dependent on foreign capital and external markets. To increase the international trade 

turnover from US$21.3 to US$44.1 billion, and exports from an annual value of US$8 

to 18 billion, the MCVF (2010) follows a neoliberal approach. To do so, the MCVF 

(2010) seeks to enter into bilateral and multilateral trade agreements as a means of 

securing new international markets. Globalisation is deemed necessary for the 

improvement of product quality and competitiveness, as well as for bringing in new 

skills and modern technologies into the country. The MCVF (2010) also promotes 

traditional skills in arts and crafts, and calls for mechanisms to procure international 

markets for traditional products.  

 

Agriculture, fisheries and industrial sectors are expected to be key contributors in this 

export-oriented development drive. As such, the agricultural sector is set for a major 

overhaul to cater for the expected increase in exports. It is expected to achieve these 
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targets by resorting to industrial, agricultural and mechanised technologies that claim 

to enable increased monoculture yields. It is also expected to establish large-scale 

irrigation facilities, and an infrastructure network that links farmers to global markets. 

This is expected to require modernisation of food processing and value adding, as well 

as improving post-harvest technologies to reduce wastage. A drastic increase of the 

extent of land used for cultivation of vegetables, fruit, spices, pulses, cereal, tubers, 

flora and foliage is also expected. 

 

In contributing significantly to enhancing international trade turnover, agricultural 

reforms will attempt to reduce imports of food crops and increase exports. For 

example, the importation of food crops such as potatoes aims a reduction from 95,000 

to 25,000 Metric Tons (MT). For this purpose production will need to increase from 

the present 61,000 to 150,000MT. Fruits and vegetables are also to become major 

import items. Banana exports of 20MT aim to increase to 20,000MT by 2015. 

Vegetables, which are not an export commodity at present, aim to become a major 

export item in 2015 at 350,000MT per year. For this purpose, vegetable production 

needs to be increased from 85,00MT to 1.5millionMT.  

 

The MCVF (2010) also aims to increase fish production to support enhanced current 

exports of 18,500MT to 530,000MT by 2020. Marine fishery production is to be 

increased by 13.5% and inland fishery production by 11%. A major strategy for 

increasing the marine catch is to replace 16,000 traditional boats with 29,000 

fibreglass-reinforced-plastic boats and 8000 multiday boats by 2020. Fishery 

production is also to be enhanced through multinational and bilateral ventures. The 

aim is to reduce fishery imports from the current 75,000 to 40,000MT by 2015 and to 

500MT by 2020.  

 

Inland fishery is expected to contribute significantly in reaching these targets. For 

example, aquaculture ventures such as cage culturing of shrimp, lobster, crab and sea 

cucumber are being promoted to enable export income of US$10 billion per year by 

2020. Fishery products such as jellyfish, sea bass and sea weed, which are non-

traditional products in the Sri Lankan fishery industry, will also be introduced.  
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Increasing industrial exports is another important target of the MCFV (2010). At 

present, industrial exports bring in about US$5 billion in foreign exchange. It is 

planned to enhance this amount to US$18 billion by 2016 through diversification of 

the export portfolio. Currently, 43% of the exports are garments, which bring in 

US$3.3 billion per year, which aims to increase to US$4 billion by 2015. Other 

industrial exports, such as rubber products and diamonds, are also expected to increase 

over the next few years. To enhance industrial exports, the MCVF (2010) requires 

improved infrastructure for power generation, transport and shipping. The policy also 

calls for the improvement of institutional support for export oriented industrial 

activities, especially for attracting foreign direct investment through the Board of 

Investment (BOI), and for skill development programmes to enhance skills of the 

work force in meeting new export targets.  

 

The MCVF (2010) is also aiming to increase foreign remittances from US$3.8 to 

US$7 billion, and international service income from US$0.3 to US$2.6 billion, by 

2016. The service sector consists mainly of information technology and business 

solution sectors, which at present bring in around US$275 million per year. It is 

planned to capitalise on the global demand for these services and increase income to 

US$1 billion by 2015. To reach this target, a key strategy will be to improve skills and 

capacities of personnel engaged in information technology. It is planned to upgrade 

tertiary and vocational training to meet the demands of high-tech employment. At 

present, there are only 50,000 personnel in the information and communication 

technology work force; which by 2015, is aimed to increase to 186,000.  

 

Vocational training and technical education sectors are also planned to generate a 

highly skilled technical labour force of more than 350,000 during the next few years as 

needed for sectors such as information technology, tourism, medical and health, 

environmental management, mechanics, rubber, textiles and leather, building and 

construction, and aviation. As there are fewer than 54,000 places per year in 

institutions undertaking vocational training, private sector investment is to be sought 

for the establishment of international-level vocational skills. It is also planned to 

establish ‘high tech parks’, where national and international investors will establish 

business ventures on nanotechnology, biotechnology, information and communication 
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technology, and satellite technology. Meanwhile, national research and development 

capacities are to be improved to be on a par with international standards.  

 

Sri Lanka is also aiming to increase remittances from the labour force employed in 

foreign countries from US$3.8 to around US$7 billion (MCVF, 2010). At present 60% 

of remittances come from those engaged in low-skilled employment in middle-eastern 

countries. Therefore, the aim is to enhance the skills and welfare of the workers in 

these countries (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2011a).   

 

In signifying the importance of tourism for the economic development in the country, 

the MCVF (2010: 164) states:  

 

The government’s vision is to transform Sri Lankan tourism sector, by 2020, 

to be the largest foreign exchange earner in the economy; position Sri Lanka 

as the world’s most treasured and greenest island and attract high spending 

tourists while preserving the country’s cultural values, natural habitats and 

environment. 

 

Presently, average tourist spending in Sri Lanka is around US$80 per day and it is 

planned to attract 2.5 million tourists who are willing to spend US$200 per day by 

2010. To cater for such upmarket tourism, the policy focuses on promoting new 

ventures in areas such as cultural tourism, agro-tourism, medical tourism and 

community-based tourism. Given the natural topography and ecological values of the 

country, strong emphasis has been placed on eco-tourism. To facilitate eco-tourism, 

the policy advocates an expansion of the responsibilities of the Department of Wild 

Life Conservation. The MCVF (2010) aims to establish ecotourism-related facilities 

such as botanical gardens, zoological gardens and safari parks in large tracts of land. 

To ensure the safety and security of tourists, the policy calls for mitigating human–

elephant conflict as a high priority. 

 

Tourism will also be facilitated through major improvements in infrastructure such as 

roads, common amenities and ports. For establishing hotels, shops, physical 

improvements to cities and special sites, the policy depends on a five-fold 

enhancement of private sector investment in the tourism sector, as the State does not 
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expect to enhance public finance investment to a significant extent. The MCVF  

(2010: 76)  requires the Urban Development Authority, the state institutions handling 

tourism, the Ports Authority, and the Board of Investment to work together to attract 

suitable investors for the development of hotels, mixed development for housing, 

shopping and other public services. For example, it is planned to triple existing room 

capacity of 20,000 by 2016, which will require major inputs in terms of preparatory 

and operational infrastructure. Foreign direct investment in tourism-related ventures is 

to be encouraged through financial incentives such as tax holidays, and through 

removal of administrative and regulatory barriers that hinder tourism.  

 

In turn, tourism will aim to generate more than 700,000 employment opportunities, of 

which 20% are at the managerial level. Therefore, the policy deems it necessary to 

improve the human resource capacities in the industry, and calls for a considerable 

increase in the present training capacity of around 2000 people in vocational and 

university education systems. In addition to direct employment, more than 100,000 

indirect employment opportunities are expected to be generated through tourism, 

especially in rural areas, and this is expected to be instrumental in reducing 

imbalances in income distribution.  

 

Indicating its focus on alleviating regional disparities, in its ‘Overview’, the MCVF 

(2010: 3) concludes with the statement: ‘Mahinda Chintana Goal is to share the 

benefits of growth across all segments of the population and also to prevent inequities, 

social exclusions and adverse environmental repercussions that have been witnessed in 

some of the rapidly growing economies’. Subsection 8.3, titled ‘Towards Balanced 

Regional Development with Diversity’, states that it is envisaged to transform each of 

the provincial landscapes and ensure that every household in Sri Lanka will equally 

benefit from economic development. It also recommends specific regional 

development initiatives to address inter- and intra-provincial concerns. As such, the 

MCVF (2010: 9) states: 

 

The Mahinda Chitana’s strong emphasis on equitable development would 

suggest that public spending should be pro-poor, pro-growth and pro-

regional. Good progress has been made recently, but in a number of 

programmes, the poorer segments of the population and country still need to 
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channel more resources. Rural-urban imbalances in access to transport, 

electricity, quality drinking water, education and health will be corrected with 

more resources being allocated to supplement regular programmes through 

regionally focussed developmental activities. Public investment will be 

directed to promote growth and value creation opportunities. 

 

To drive balanced and equitable regional development, the policy draws on three 

broad areas: infrastructure development, economic development, and governance. 

Infrastructure development is targeted through two main programs: the Village 

Development (Gama Neguma) and the Road Development (Maga Neguma). The 

former is focused mainly on rural agricultural development. The focus on rural 

development also aims to result in a ‘1000 water reservoir programme’ (Dahasak 

Maha Weu), which will attempt rehabilitation of 1000 water reservoirs. This 

intervention is expected to increase the extent of irrigable land in the dry zone by 

100,000 hectares by 2018.   

 

The ‘Maga Neguma’ programme (Road Development Programme) focuses on the 

establishment of agricultural road networks. Establishment of a well-connected road 

network is expected to enhance potential for investment flows into disadvantaged 

areas. Removal of regional disparities in electrification, as well as in 

telecommunication and information technology, is another target, since these are 

important requirements for regional industrial development.  

 

In addition to these programs, the policy also calls for provincial infrastructure 

development programs based on each province’s own specific social, political and 

resource conditions. Infrastructure development such as road network development, 

irrigation system restoration and rural electrification is a major component of the 

programme.  

 

Free education—a service provided for all communities in Sri Lanka for the past seven 

decades—is further supported by the MCVF (2010) in an attempt to reduce income 

disparity. In attempting regional economic development, the policy intends to upgrade 

or establish universities, vocational training institutes, schools and sporting facilities. 
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It also calls for rural economy enhancement through small-scale and traditional 

industries, and home gardening and livelihood improvement programmes.  

 

Such development, the MCVF (2010) envisions, will need the expansion of regional 

governance structures to encompass the ‘bottom’ levels or villages, through the re-

establishment of ‘Jana Sabha’ or village community structures. These ‘Jana Sabha’ are 

expected to mirror ‘Gam Sabha’ or local level self-governance structures, which 

existed in villages before colonisation by the British, but which were abolished in 

1981 (Sri Lanka Local Government Forum, 2010). Through ‘Jana Sabha’ ‘community 

involvement’ systems, greater productivity, cost effectiveness and accountability in 

government spending program is to be sought.  

 

In its Chapter 7, titled ‘Comforts, Conveniences and Satisfactory Lifestyle’, the 

MCVF (2010: 156) has allocated a sub-section to the ‘Environment’. This sub-section 

spells out seven key target indicators of forest cover, protected areas under wildlife 

conservation, collection of waste in urban and suburban areas, number of human 

deaths and number of elephant deaths due to human–elephant conflicts, air quality in 

Colombo city with regard to particulate matter and, direct employment through coastal 

area development. According to these indicators, the expected changes through policy 

implementation are summarised in Table 7.10.  
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Table 7.10 Projected changes for environmental indicators in MCVF (2010) 

Indicator 1999 2008 2016 
As a % change 

from 2008 level 

As a % change 

from 1999 level 

Forest cover '000 ha 1,942 1,055 1,280 21 -34 

Protected areas under wild life conservation '000 ha  1,471 1,046 1,500 43 2 

Total waste collection tonnes/day 2,544 2,900 6,200 114 144 

Reduction in the number of human deaths due to human–

elephant conflict 
123 209 20 90 84 

Reduction in the number of elephant deaths due to 

human–elephant conflict 
150 169 30 82 80 

Air quality in Colombo City µg/m3 (Reduction of annual 

average particulates less than 10 µg/m3) 
67 64 40 38 40 

Direct employment generation through development of 

coastal resources 
120,000 150,000 300,000 100 150 

Source: Adapted from MCVF (2010)
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According to the above figures, by 2016, forest cover is expected to increase by 

about 21% from 2008 levels, which will cover 35% of the total land area. 

Protected areas for wildlife are also expected to increase 43% from the 2008 

level, while targeting over 80% reduction in incidences arising out of human–

elephant conflicts. 

 

The MCVF (2010) also foreshadows the establishment of new vehicular emission 

standards to improve air quality in cities. These standards will be supported by 

the introduction of green technologies into the public transport system. Public 

transport systems are expected to be upgraded, especially passenger and freight 

transport through the railway system. In response to the rapid growth in demand 

for transport, mass infrastructure development is to occur, for example, through 

construction of improved roads and highways.  

 

Finally, the MCVF (2010) advocates environmental conservation and protection 

when management of watersheds is involved, so as to ensure the sustainability of 

water resources. In this regard, the plan has identified the need to minimise soil 

erosion by 40% by 2015, as sedimentation of water reservoirs is a major problem 

that threatens the effective life span of reservoirs and increases threats of flooding 

and droughts. Environmental degradation of coastal resources and habitats such 

as wetlands and mangroves is to be prevented through integrated management of 

coastal areas. The MCVF (2010) also identifies the need to prevent and mitigate 

adverse impacts caused by construction and operation of road networks through 

environmental practices and policies such as tree planting along the sides of the 

roadways (2010: 96). Conservation of ecosystems such as coastal and marine 

environments, wildlife habitats, and protection of fauna and flora are considered 

important goals in the MCVF (2010). 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have explored the current developmental and environmental 

policy context of Sri Lanka and the major policy response to it: the Sri Lanka 

Government’s MCVF (2010). This response seeks to exert a strong focus on 
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enhancing economic growth in an accelerated manner, especially through a 

strong drive to augment foreign revenue. Meanwhile, the MCVF (2010) also 

asserts its aspirations in advancing social wellbeing. It pronounces a strong desire 

to equalise regional disparities and for this purpose spells out a number of 

interventions aiming to enable rural development. Several policy measures are 

proposed to protect and enhance the ecological resources that are already 

dwindling.  

 

The analysis indicates, however, that the policy’s overwhelming focus on 

accelerated economic growth may have a tendency to overshadow its ability to 

enable effective sustainability. Although national statistics record Sri Lanka’s 

sharp economic growth, widespread poverty remains at provincial and village 

levels. This signifies that economic growth benefits are not equally or even 

equitably distributed amongst regions and communities. High levels of poverty, 

combined with the lack of basic amenities and services, are a major concern since 

they erode social wellbeing and prevent communities’ access to resources, 

making these communities highly vulnerable to climate change impacts.  

 

Overall, the ongoing and increasing depletion of natural resources and 

degradation of ecosystems have already undermined, and further threaten drastic 

changes in, the well-being and livelihoods of communities, which have been 

dependent on the sustainably of these resources for eons. The degradation of 

common pool sinks used for the dumping of waste generated from the activities 

of economic growth far outstrip current endeavours to protect the environment 

(Carpenter, 1998), and pose many negative impacts on future socio-ecological 

sustainability to threaten already diminished adaptive capacities unless serious 

changes are made. 

 

In summary, the key objective of MCVF (2010) is for accelerated economic 

growth, compounded by high levels of regional disparities that are yet to be 

addressed. Though the policy document sets many environmental goals, it is clear 

that common pool resources and sinks are rapidly degrading. Therefore, the thesis 

argues that this overarching policy is detached from serious considerations of 

socio-ecological sustainability. Its concern with poverty, regional disparity and 
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ecological degradation appear largely rhetorical or too hard to achieve through 

the economic growth approach.  

 

This begs the following questions for appropriate climate change adaptation 

policy: How is the MCVF (2010) understood by key policy actors who are 

responsible for the formulation and implementation of appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy? How are they responding? And what suggestions do they pose 

for policy development? To explore this ground, the next chapter examines how 

different policy actors understand and negotiate the demands of MCVF (2010) 

within their respective policy sectors, and how this understanding affects their 

approach and suggestions for climate change adaptation policy. 
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     Policy Critique and 

Explanation 

Introduction 

The objectives and characteristics of the national development policy of Sri 

Lanka—the MCVF (2010)—pose, at the least, two types of implications for 

climate change vulnerabilities of socio-ecological systems. First, some of its 

provisions pose detrimental or questionable effects on sectoral and sub-national 

and local level policies, so as to yield communities more vulnerable to climate 

change, especially the many highly poor ones. Second, the policy positions of key 

policy actors in the climate change adaptation policy arena are influenced by 

paradigms and policy positions advocated and established by the MCVF (2010) 

thus strengthening the threat of poor or inappropriate climate change adaptation 

policy development in alignment to the many existing problems of Sri Lanka, as 

particularly revealed in the previous chapter, but also the climate change 

adaptation literature.  

 

Against the backdrop of the policy context and policy description as set out in 

Chapter 7, this chapter addresses Research Question 1 of the thesis (as set out in 

Chapter 6) of: Is the existing key developmental policy in Sri Lanka conducive to 

adapting to climate change? In finding answers for this, Chapter 8 adopts two 

courses of action. The first is a policy critique; the second a policy explanation. 

The policy critique examines the perspectives of key policy actors in the climate 

change adaptation policy arena with regard to the key objectives of the MCVF 

(2010). In this regard, the analysis will focus on three areas, namely the MCVF’s 

(2010) drive for dependency-oriented development, its trickle-down approach 

and its stance on the country’s natural resource base. 

 

Next, it provides and explanation for the central features of the MCVF (2010),  

probing the reasons behind MCVF’s (2010) policy direction and the participants’ 
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views on the policy’s capacity to provide the foundation for an appropriate 

climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka.  

 

The analysis is based on information collected through in-depth interviews with 

senior officials of national level Ministries, line agencies, sub-national governing 

bodies, media and NGOs, contextualised by and supplemented with research 

information from relevant policy documents, action plans, budget proposals and 

other published material including World Bank reports.  

Objectives of the MCVF (2010) 

To better understand the capacity of the MCVF (2010) in posing as the basis for 

an appropriate climate change adaptation policy, the perceptions of key policy 

actors regarding the policy objectives behind this policy were examined. All the 

interview participants (hereafter, participants) accepted the importance of the 

MCVF (2010) as the key national policy, with participant BVII.1 explaining its 

overarching nature:  

 

Now we have an overall policy, Mahinda Chintana, which comes from 

the very top level. Within that overall policy direction, each ministry 

determines its policy as applicable for them. 

 

The participant AIII.4 agreed with this description: 

 

The newest policy framework is Mahinda Chintana. I appraise whether 

the development proposals sent by line ministries are aligned with (this) 

framework. If they are, then we recommend them for funding. 

 

As the country’s key policy document, the objectives of MCVF (2010) as 

understood by the different participants are summarised in Table 8.1. As shown 

in Figure 8.1, 40% of participants interviewed understood accelerated economic 

growth as the key objective of the MCVF, while 27% felt that the objective of the 

policy was economic development. The former group of participants consisted of 
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officers attached to Ministries such as Industrial Development, Agriculture, 

Fisheries, Traditional Industries and Small Enterprise Development, Economic 

Development, as well as those representing the Departments of Mahaweli 

Development and Fisheries. 

Table 8.1 Key objectives of the MCVF (2010) as understood by interviewees 

Participant 

response 

regarding the 

key objective of 

MCVF (2010) 

Institutions represented by interviewees 

Accelerated 

economic growth 

Ministry of Industries, Ministry of Agriculture, 

Ministry of Fisheries, Ministry of Traditional 

Industries, Urban Development Authority, Ministry of 

Economic Development, Department of National 

Physical Planning, Mahaweli Development Authority, 

Department of Fisheries, Provincial Council 

Economic 

development 

Ministry of Environment, Ministry of Health, Ministry 

of Disaster Management, Coast Conservation 

Department, Ministry of Land, Ministry of Irrigation, 

World Bank, United Nations Development Programme 

Accelerated 

economic growth, 

Improved living 

standards, 

Improved quality 

of life and 

decreased 

regional disparity 

Ministry of Finance/Department of National Budget 

Ministry of Finance/Department of Fiscal Policy 

Finance Commission of Sri Lanka 

No direct 

response  

Academia, Media, CBO, Local NGO, NARA, IWMI, 

Institute of policy studies 

This group forms the mainstay of the MCVF’s (2010) developmental drive and 

therefore members of this group appear to have received clear directions 

regarding their mandate to drive accelerated growth.  
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The Provincial Council’s response is incongruent with this argument, since this 

institution is not from the economic sector, but is a socially oriented institution at 

the grassroots level. However, the Provincial Council is headed by an elected 

person, who is of the ruling party, so its participant can be expected to reflect the 

mission of its national level political leadership. 
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Figure 8.1  Participant responses with regard to the objective of the national policy 

The next group, comprising 27% of the participants, were officers from key 

ministries and departments that were either engaged predominantly with social 

concerns (the Ministries of Health, Disaster Management, Ministry of Land), or 

those involved in environmental or natural resource related concerns (the 

Ministries of Environment, Land and Departments of Irrigation and Coast 

Conservation). This grouping of participants appeared to accept their institutions 

were working within a national policy that pursued economic development more 

broadly. The participants from donor agencies also fell into this group, perhaps 

because they were key donors for projects that presumed to enable social, 

ecological and economic development in Sri Lanka.  
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However, not all respondents were convinced that MCVF’s (2010) objectives 

amounted to ‘economic development that leads to social development’. For 

example, Participant AI.7 critiqued the policy objective thus:  

 

Poverty is said to be eliminated, but it is not! You can give statistics of 

per capita income increase during the past few years. But whose per 

capita is that? There are people who live on less than Rs. 200 per day. 

Even our office peons are earning Rs.15,000–20,000 per month. So what 

can they do with it? Education of children, bus fare and other expenses 

cost so much. How can we expect them to get a balanced diet to the kids, 

let alone for themselves? This is indicated by the decreasing trend in 

nutrition levels. 

 

Another grouping of participants, constituting 23% of respondents, failed to 

respond directly or in a straightforward manner to the question regarding national 

policy objectives. These participants shared a special feature: they were not part 

of the government. They were not included in the policy community, but were 

part of issue network. They came from the academic field, media, community-

based organisations and non-governmental organisations. However, these 

participants were not devoid of a viewpoint regarding the objectives of MCVF 

(2010), as they indicated their views about the policy objectives later on in the 

interview. For example, in talking about the growth of Sri Lanka’s GDP in real 

terms by 8.3% from 2009-2010 (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2011b), 

Participant BV.1 clearly indicated that the overarching policy objective was rapid 

economic growth and was questionable: 

 

Can we take a rapid economic growth rate or a high growth as a good 

thing? In China the growth rate is 9.5. For 30 years I think, this GDP 

growth goes on. No matter how high this growth is, the poverty in China 

is seriously horrible. In India the GDP is 8 something and there are so 

many billionaires. But India as a country has failed. So, the approach is 

wrong. The problem is we didn’t turn this towards wellbeing. We should 

not aspire for western consumerist society. Earlier there was a policy for 

‘Hisata Wahalak’ (A Roof/ House for All). It was a good concept. The 
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concept of the ‘roof’ can mean lots of things for people—like better 

education, health. Now—we do talk of roofs, but it is only for those with 

two-three story mansions. 

 

The fourth grouping comprised about 10% of participants, as members of 

institutions under the umbrella of the Ministry of Finance—the key Ministry 

involved in formulation of the MCVF (2010), and was headed by the President 

himself. This group identified other policy objectives such as enhancing living 

standards and removing regional disparity, in addition to accelerating economic 

growth.  

 

These objectives, apart from economic growth, were not mentioned by any other 

group of interviewees, indicating special affinities that this group may have had 

with the policy. This grouping comprised economic bureaucrats and policy elites 

in charge of strategy formulation, decision-making and policy implementation, 

who played a strong role in the accelerated growth drive. That the majority of 

respondents did not identify these objectives indicates a marked gap in policy 

perception among policy actors, given that the MCVF (2010) policy document 

clearly articulated the removal of regional disparity and improved living 

standards as key objectives. Perhaps the majority of respondents questioned that 

the policy was really capable of any other developmental objective except 

accelerated economic growth?  

 

Trying to explain the persistence of poverty, despite increasing growth figures, 

Participant BII.2 questioned the appropriateness of policy objectives in drawing 

attention to its long-term policy outcomes: 

 

Our macro-economic factors show that poverty has been reduced. But 

there is a huge distribution problem. We have the highest Gini 

coefficient in South Asia. Even though our economy is growing, the 

disparity is very high. The first or the top percentile—the 10th percentile 

of the economy is consuming almost 75% of our GDP. That’s not a good 

sign. It indicates that poverty is not reduced as such. If you get the 

average figures, yes. But, in reality, it might not be so. 
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Thus, by indicating that economic growth was not synonymous with poverty 

alleviation, this participant agreed with the argument of Datt and Ravallion  

(1998), who argued that economic growth, while a necessity, was not the only 

requirement for poverty alleviation. Inequality among different groups of 

communities such as land ownership, human resources and productivity of land 

could undermine poverty reduction efforts, even with high economic growth. 

 

Participant BVI.1 was also not convinced about the government poverty 

alleviation program ‘Samurdhi’, which provided monthly financial assistance for 

the utmost poor and needy:  

 

Poverty is said to have decreased. However, more than 30% of the 

population are still recipients of Samurdhi benefits. World Bank studies 

show that recipients are not properly targeted. Some of the poorest of the 

poor are not even targeted by Samurdhi. These benefits go to more lower 

middle-income group rather than the poorest of the poor. There is a 

problem there obviously. Even when we say that poverty is going down, 

there are very vulnerable pockets the poverty indexes don’t capture. I 

don’t think we have targeted policies.  

 

The analysis in this section thus indicates the respondents’ main understanding of 

the MCVF (2010) was that its key objective was to enable accelerated economic 

growth. It also reveals how economic bureaucrats and political elites involved in 

policy formulation understood that additional objectives of enhancing living 

standards and removing regional disparity were connected to economic growth, 

while these was a lack of identification for or mention of these latter objectives 

by the majority of respondents. This lack of response seems to concur with the 

understanding that poverty, inequality and lack of wellbeing are major problems 

for Sri Lanka, and that communities that do not have access to resources to 

alleviate these problems are highly vulnerable to climate change impacts.  

 

Given this divergence in understanding by the respondents about the key 

objective and scope of the MCVF (2010) as economic growth, we now turn to 
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exploring respondents’ perspectives about the other main characteristics of this 

policy as initially probed by documentary analysis.  

Main characteristics of the MCVF (2010) 

Apart from the key objectives of the policy, specific characteristics of the MCVF 

(2010) can also strongly affect climate change vulnerabilities and adaptive 

capacities of communities. As discussed in Chapter 4, climate change adaptation 

requires initiatives that target highly vulnerable groups, whose existing adaptive 

capacities to environmental and social change are further diminished in the face 

of escalating climate change. Based on this requirement, the following analysis 

further investigates the MCVF (2010) in terms of its ability to enable 

sustainability transitions and, in turn, facilitate higher adaptive capacities in 

socio-ecological systems. Given the key characteristic and claim of the MCVF on 

economic growth, other key and questionable characteristics informing this view 

are associated with its dependency development regime, its ‘trickle-down’ 

approach, and its lack of concern for the natural resource base of the country. 

These are focused on below. 

Dependency development 

This section probes the attempts of the MCVF (2010) to increase revenue 

generation through foreign employment, industrial development and improved 

agricultural and fishery production. In doing so, the analysis reveals a foreign 

exchange dependency developmental outlook posited by the policy. 

Foreign employment 

In its aim to increase remittances from the labour force employed in foreign 

countries from US$3.8 to US$7 billion over the period 2010-2016, the MCVF 

(2010) exhibits a high dependence on foreign exchange. As indicated in Table 

8.2, in 2010, around 66% of the labour force in foreign employment was 

unskilled labourers and 46% were female domestics from urban and rural poor, 

who had low levels of education and no skills. They were mostly mothers who 
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had left their families behind in search of better prospects, which consisted 

predominantly of low wage employment, as indicated in Table 8.2.  

Table 8.2  The breakdown of the foreign labour force in Sri Lanka and their 

emolument structure, 2010 

 Percentage in 

foreign  

employment 

Average monthly  

salary (USD) 

Domestic female 46 200 

Skilled 27 300 

Unskilled 20 200 

Clerical and related 6 275 

Professional 1 500 

Source: Adapted from Ministry of Finance and Planning, Sri Lanka (2011) 

Figure 8.2 provides an estimate of skilled and unskilled workers to be deployed to 

earn the projected revenue of US$7 billion by 2016. These estimates indicate that 

out of the total migrant work force, 66% of the workers will be unskilled and 

46%, the majority will be unskilled female workers (Ministry of Finance and 

Planning, 2011b). 

 

Notably, unskilled and uneducated outbound labourers are often deprived of fair 

wages and sufficient protection, a situation also common for unskilled women 

workers from Sri Lanka, as well as for those from India, Bangladesh and Pakistan 

(Siddique et al., 2010). Despite the claims of the MCVF (2010) that foreign 

employment will increase the welfare of families through increased investment in 

education and healthcare, many social problems characterise this type of 

employment. Kageyama (2008), for example, identifies positive social and 

economic benefits that are short term, but more importantly, negative social 

benefits that are long term, arising out of rural women emigrating in search of 

temporary domestic employment, which ironically is a major remittance 

generating activity in the Sri Lankan economy. 
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Figure 8.2   Percentages of contribution for revenue generation from skilled and 

unskilled labour categories in Sri Lanka 

Source: Adapted from Ministry of Finance, Sri Lanka (2011) 

For example, mothers are often absent from families over long periods while 

taking up temporary employment away from where they live. For rural families 

especially, there is high potential that they will be caught in debt and other social 

problems (Siddique et al., 2010). The lack of communication between female 

workers abroad and their children, spouse and other family members—due to the 

lack of access to effective and efficient modern communication devices such as 

telephone and internet—has led to serious problems in the past. Poor and 

uneducated workers who migrate seeking low paid employment are the least 

prepared to handle negative social and economic consequences arising out of 

migration. Largely negative social repercussions can result unless welfare and 

social safety nets are available. Accordingly, a government policy that banks on 

remittance arising out of such employment needs to be strongly proactive in 

eliminating its many adverse impacts on poor families and communities 

(Skeldon, 2002). 

 

The situation poses serious problems when the Sri Lankan government under the 

MCVF (2010) expects to enrol a larger number of women for unskilled 

employment. The Ministry of Foreign Employment Promotion and Welfare of Sri 

Lanka has a number of welfare facilities provided for migrant workers including 

insurance schemes, scholarships for children of migrant workers, medical 

treatment for migrants returning due to illnesses, and international relation 

Estimated percentages of the migrant work force, 2016 
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services. Government expenditure statements for 2012 indicate that Rs. 250 

million has been transferred to the Foreign Employment Bureau for this purpose. 

However, it does not specify details of welfare and protection activities 

implemented with these funds. Even if it is assumed that half of this sum has been 

used for welfare activities of unskilled migrant workers, the calculation in Table 

8.3 shows that funds allocated to ensure welfare and protection of foreign 

employees and their families in grossly inadequate, especially when compared 

with the revenue generated by these workers.  

Table 8.3 Amount of funds assumed allocated to ensure the welfare of families of 

workers engaged in generation of foreign revenue, 2012 

Amount to be allocated 

for the welfare of 

foreign workers and 

their families (Rs) 

Amount of foreign 

revenue generated 

by workers in 2011 

(Rs) 

% of revenue 

generated by the 

labour force allocated 

for their welfare 

125 million 450,000 million 0.03 

Source: Adapted from Ministry of Finance, Sri Lanka (2011) 

 

This situation appears to indicate a gross negligence of the social and human 

needs of foreign workers, despite policy claims about improvements in social 

welfare. It appears to support the view that the MCVF (2010) aligns with 

Rostow’s (1959) development theory, which states that fast-track development 

only looks at social welfare and security at the final stage of ‘post maturity’. Until 

then and at preliminary stages of the dependency development drive, the poor are 

simply expected to contribute to production.  

Industrial development 

The MCVF (2010) plans to increase the GDP contribution of the industrial sector 

and it also expects to increase the income from exports as shown in Table 8.4.  
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Table 8.4 Industrial development expected by the MCVF (2010) 

 2009 2020 

Contribution to GDP 30% 40% 

Income from exports (USD) 5 million 25 billion 

Source: Adapted from MCVF (2010) 

Indicating the current industrial development drive’s dependency on Western 

markets, participant AI.2 opined: 

 

Global competitiveness for Sri Lanka is a key area in the Mahinda 

Chintana. If we compete with countries like India and China, we have to 

make a good excellent product, to cater for the Western up-market. 

 

This resonates with the literature, which identifies that Eastern Asian economies 

that have recently become industrialised are highly dependent on Western 

markets. These are characterised as being in a strong ‘developmental state’; and 

of being authoritative and centralised, actively involved in economic progression, 

and focused on accelerated development (Gereffi, 1994). Participant AI.2 

commented on the emergent strong ‘developmental state’ of Sri Lanka, which 

actively seeks direct foreign investment in industrial activities: 

 

Take industrial estates. The government provides water, infrastructure, 

electricity, telecom etc. If it is a high-level industrial estate, the 

government is willing to provide all facilities, even costly treatment 

plants. Therefore, when these earlier jungle areas are blocked out and 

developed, we can find the economic benefit from calculating the ratio 

between our investment and what we get for it. For example, if we get 

export-oriented foreign investment, it is more profitable, because the 

investment will be high. This is the correct way to measure the benefits 

of our policy.  

 

This definition of benefits of foreign investment-led industrial development 

draws attention to the argument of Frobel, Heinrich & Kreye. (1980) that 

dependent industrialisation characterised by export-oriented economies is bound 



196 

 

to fail on a long-term basis, mainly because distribution of its benefits tends to be 

unequal. The comment of the same participant when he responded about 

employment generation through these industrial activities corroborated this point:  

 

Then the employment side is there. Say 200 were to be given 

employment. Usually, they are for manual labourers, they are the 

poorest, who get government welfare benefits and so when they are 

employed, the government can cut off these benefits. So this too can be 

taken as a double benefit for the country. 

 

This statement indicates that Sri Lanka’s policy on industrial development does 

not have real benefits for the majority in the country; rather, it is focused on 

extracting cheap labour, land and natural resources. Inequity resulting from such 

industrial development policy can largely undermine any real benefits of 

economic development.  

 

Possibly to counter such inequity, the MCVF (2010) states that it aims to increase 

revenue contributions from the small and medium enterprise sector (SME). These 

industries account for 80-90% of the total number of enterprises in Sri Lanka, and 

are important as 26% of total employment lies in this sector (Ministry of Finance 

and Planning, 2011a). However, the budget allocated for 2012 to the Ministry of 

Traditional Industries and Small Enterprise Development is only Rs. 300 million 

as compared to Rs. 1250 million allocated to the Ministry of Industry and 

Commerce, indicating a weaker policy position for traditional and small-scale 

enterprises for development. 

 

In addition to less funding for the SME sector, the administrative and 

management issues within the sector appear to face serious neglect. For example, 

Participant AIII.2 identified several issues that hinder the development of this 

sector, including poor marketing opportunities for products, lack of infrastructure, 

and lack of proper monitoring and facilitating mechanisms targeting these 

entrepreneurs. He professed these issues were intractable, indicating that the key 

ministry responsible for the development of small-scale enterprises and 

traditional industries was not well equipped to perform its mandate:  
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We have lots of issues. What they [small-scale industries and traditional 

industries] say is that they don’t have the necessary raw material to 

work. Take cane, for example. Cane was easily accessible from 

anywhere during the early times. Now it is not so, it’s very difficult to 

find cane in Sri Lanka now. Climate change impacts can be the reason to 

a certain extent.  

 

Then, in answering a question about assisting the producers of cane furniture—

once a thriving small-scale industry—with better access to raw material, this 

participant opined:  

 

There is a competition from larger industries, which make cane furniture 

both for local use as well as for export. They import cane. Small-scale 

people cannot buy cane from them at those prices. We try to help. There 

was an example when we imported cane at a very low price and tried to 

sell them to small industrialists. At that time, the large-scale companies 

reduced their prices in the open market. So, what we imported had to be 

thrown away. Things like that happen. 

 

This indicates that the SME and traditional industries, as well as the authorities 

responsible for their development, are being constrained by neoliberal agendas.  

 

Rationalising that it was impractical to facilitate targeted interventions for the 

improvement of small scale and traditional industries, the participant pointed out: 

 

We know that during the past few years there are certain problems in 

this sector. Marketing has been a major problem. But it is difficult for us 

as they are not registered, nor do they sell large scale. So we cannot tell 

how many are there in numbers or where they are. So, it is difficult to do 

a lot of things.  

 

But this statement appears somewhat contradictory, as there are statistics 

regarding the contribution of the small-scale industrial sector to the country’s 
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GDP, and with regard to the numbers employed in the sector. As such, this 

statement appears also as an indication of difficulties that central level institutions 

face in facilitating targeted developmental activities at the local level. It signifies 

a requirement to apply the subsidiarity principle, which calls for strong 

interventions from the sub-national level, in order to resolve local level problems, 

as discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

Despite this requirement for subsidiarity action, in practice, state policy appears 

to hinder sub-national level institutions from taking serious responsibility for 

improving local entrepreneurship. For example, the participant AII.1 from the 

sub-national governance system opined that the current strong top-down 

approach does not consider the concerns of local stakeholders. He drew on the 

example of provincial government interventions to enable place-based targeted 

developmental programmes for the small-scale and traditional entrepreneurs in 

the provinces being curbed by central government policies to argue:  

 

One of our objectives is improving the gross national product of the 

province. In the [Y District] we are below the poverty line. As the 

provincial council, we have a department that provides interventions for 

development of extremely backward communities. For example, we had 

a Cyclic Fund. We provided loans at a low interest for very poor families 

to start some viable project to increase their incomes.  

 

Then this fund was taken over by the Economic Development Ministry 

because they argued that there are lots of institutions such as banks that 

provided loans for rural communities, and as such, this Cyclic Fund was 

superfluous. They didn’t want us to have another mechanism to maintain 

such activities nor wanted us to retain funds and so they took over the 

Rs. 70 million we had for the fund.  

 

We established a post called ‘Community Development Officer’ to 

develop proposals with the communities and to disburse funds. We had a 

technical committee comprised of bank officers. They investigated and 

looked into feasibility. We had agreements with provincial banks for the 
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recovery. It worked very well. But it was scrapped. They said the larger 

banks could do it, as they did in other areas. But the problem with the 

banks doing it is that banks identify recipients in the usual way—and 

select those who will be able to pay a substantial interest— for profit and 

to cover their costs. Such a scheme is useless for the real need. Now we 

see a vacuum. Who goes to the small rural, unskilled entrepreneurs? 

Who surveys their simple proposals? 

 

This statement reflects the top-down, highly hierarchical nature of MCVF (2010) 

driven-policy and its implementation mechanisms, within which sub-national 

level institutions lose power to carry out targeted interventions. It also indicates 

the capacity of central elites and profit-seeking banks to gain financial control 

over provincial development, thereby seemingly constraining opportunities for 

small-scale enterprises to grow and thrive.  

Tourism 

The tourism industry is another key sector promoted through the national policy. 

The MCVF (2010) expects the income from the tourism industry to show a 10-

fold increase by 2020, from the existing level of US$600 million to US$8 billion 

by 2016. This calls for major changes in the tourism sector, as shown in Table 

8.5.  

 

In order to achieve the targets in Table 8.5, there needs to be major infrastructure 

improvements, such as the upgrading of hotels, parks and related facilities. Such 

developmental activities have high social and environmental impacts, especially 

hotels with more than 100 rooms and their related infrastructure such as roads, 

sewage disposal, water supply, and drainage and waste disposal systems. The 

potential for high levels of environmental and social degradation by such 

development are indicated by their need to undergo full-scale environmental 

impact assessments according to the provisions of the National Environmental 

Act of Sri Lanka.  
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Table 8.5 Expected development in the tourism sector 

 Present  (2010) Expected (2016) 

Income US$600 million US$8 billion 

Per capita receipts per day US$90 US$200 

Income revenue from wildlife 

parks 

US$2.3 million US$1 billion 

Number of tourist arrivals 856,000 250,000,000 

Room capacity 15,000 60,000 

Training capacity for the work 

force 

2,000 37,000 

Source: MCVF (2010); Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority (2010) 

But some participants were sceptical about how environmental protection could 

be adequately enabled through the existing legal and environmental planning 

provisions, when there was such high policy pressure exerted by the strong 

‘developmental state’ for development. This difficulty applied especially in the 

scenic coastal areas and central hills, which are highly fragile and demand high 

levels of protection from disturbances. Participant BI.1 alluded to this conflict of 

interest:  

 

When attempting tourism promotion activities, the economic 

development minister is faced with environmental laws and regulations. 

Then the law becomes a barrier, because the policy is to promote 

tourism. 

 

Participant BVI.2 agreed with this point regarding power imbalance in stating:  

 

Government is driving a huge thrust on the infrastructure, which is 

sometimes problematic, because fast rate infrastructure development has 

negative environmental concerns.  

 

At the time of writing, the tourism sector receives a considerable inflow of 

investment, generating a strong drive for development of infrastructure. In 2011, 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in Sri Lanka increased by 107%, reaching US$ 
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1.06 billion. The largest FDI inflow went to the hotel and tourism sub-sector 

(Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2011b). It is also expected that the private sector 

would make a considerable investment in the tourism sector.  

 

Supporting the tourism development drive, the government allocated 

Rs. 300 million from the 2011 budget for the development of traditional fishery 

villages to attract tourists. However, Participant BII.1 criticised the government’s 

attempt to involve large-scale enterprises to support such tourism development in 

arguing:  

 

We want tourism our way. We don’t like big tourist companies bringing 

in people to this area. If tourism is to be developed here, we can do it. 

We have so many things to show, all our traditional arts and crafts, sea 

expeditions, mangrove forests, sand dunes. We can offer night camps in 

the beach with good food. We are talking with the government, but… 

 

Clearly, the MCVF (2010) has centralised expectations in enhancing tourism-

based foreign income venues. As the above respondent indicated, tourism 

development initiatives projected through the policy might not enable benefits for 

grassroots communities, especially in the long term. Therefore, it is evident that 

these massive interventions to foreign exchange in a top-down manner might not 

provide sufficient social and ecological benefits for climate change impacted 

communities. 

Agriculture and fisheries 

Agriculture contributes 13% to Sri Lanka’s GDP, and employs 33% of the work 

force. In Sri Lanka, more than 80% of the population live in rural areas, with 70% 

of the rural population involved in agricultural activities. Through its Western-

oriented dependency development drive, the MCVF (2010) also expects an 

unprecedented growth in the export agricultural sector, as indicated in Table 8.6.  
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Table 8.6 Projected increase in agricultural exports, 2009-2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: MCVF (2010:16) 

Turning to agriculture, participant AI.8 criticised the approach taken by the 

MCVF (2012) for its development, attributing many sectoral problems to the 

narrow focus of the policy and its lack of farsightedness:  

 

Most of the harvest is thrown away by the grassroots level farmers 

because they can’t sell their products. What the government did was to 

give quick seeds, which can be harvested in 45 days. There was no crop 

forecast happening to help farmers decide what should be grown. 

Everybody grows turnip at the same time, because the government is 

distributing seeds. It is not working. There is no policy and there is no 

one to consider these things on a long-term basis. When a problem 

comes, the Ministry and the Department just act to address the problem. 

 

Similar to tourism development, the export-oriented agricultural development 

drive poses many negative consequences for ecosystems. For example, it has 

been alleged that the government assisted private sector parties to acquire more 

than 36,000 hectares of sensitive ecosystems to promote agricultural 

developmental activities. Of these, 17,000 hectares were claimed to be for export-

oriented agricultural ventures such as bananas and livestock feed (Kuruwita, 

2012).  

 

The MCVF (2010) also demands a drastic increase in fishery production for 

export purposes. The fishery areas in the Northern and Eastern regions of the 

country, which were abandoned until 2009 due to terrorist threats, are now being 

 Present 

exports (MT) 

Expected increase 

in exports (MT) 

(2015) 

Expected 

% increase 

Pineapples 1,290 27,000 2,000 

Bananas 20 20,000 99,900 

Vegetables 0 200,000  
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considered as ‘new frontiers’ that can be harnessed. Exports of fish and fishery 

products are expected to see a 30% increase, boosting fishery production from a 

yearly average of 18,500MT in 2009 to 530,000MT by 2020. For this purpose, 

the MCVF (2010) plans to undertake a major upgrading of the fishing industry, as 

indicated in Table 8.7. 

Table 8.7 Expected improvements in fisheries for 2009–2020 

Expected improvement 2009 2020 

Marine fish catch 0.3 million 

MT/yr 

1.1 million 

MT/yr 

Number of fishing gear factories 6 11 

Number of modern major fishery harbours 8 18 

Increase in the share of skilled fish 

handlers 

10 100 

Number of fish processing zones 0 9 

Certification of standardised fish 

processing factories 

5% 100% 

Source: Based on MCVF (2010) 

Although such major changes demand the addition of a large number of skilled 

workers in the fishery industry, no major initiative is planned to upgrade the 

workforce according to the 2011 expenditure statements of the Ministry of 

Fisheries. Added to this deficit is discontentment among the fishery community 

regarding how human resources are deployed in the industry. Participant BII.1 

from the fishery sector community based organisation commented:  

 

There is not a single fishery inspector throughout the country, who has 

come from a fishery family. I know that there is a marine university; 

they don’t have a single person who comes from a fishery family! Those 

who are selected for those trainings are the children of middle-men and 

rich commercial fishery industrialists. But no one from poor fishery 

families has entered them up to now. We discuss this, and they too 

agree, but nothing happens. It is necessary to bring the practical 

education up to standard and to build the skills of our children. 
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This statement indicates perceptions of marginalising communities that have been 

traditionally engaged in the fishery through corporate sector fisheries. As 

stipulated by the MCVF (2010), this is to involve major infrastructure 

development efforts, including fishery harbours, ice factories and new markets in 

the already overcrowded, fragile coastal belt. However, it appears little evaluation 

is to occur of the socio-ecological impacts of this large-scale industrial coastal 

infrastructure development.  

 

It therefore seems quite apparent that the accelerated growth strategy based on a 

dependency-orientated development drive has much disregard for socio-

ecological impacts and consequences. In many ways, this reflects the failure of 

the weak sustainable development approach (as discussed in Chapter 3). In 

attempting to apply a neoliberal growth paradigm focused on large-scale 

industries and foreign investment and revenue, the development direction of the 

MCVF (2010) appears to be largely elite-centred in favouring powerful economic 

development interests. In this privileging, the policy appears to disregard the 

developmental aspirations of communities and small stakeholders from being 

strong partners in development.  

 

Typically, this policy approach, which reflects the dominant paradigm of 

economic growth driven development worldwide, focuses largely on short-term 

plans and benefits. Reflected is a policy inability to facilitate a coherent and long 

term approach, where the subsidiarity principle can be applied in nurturing 

effective sustainability at the local level. The policy actors with a mandate to 

apply this approach are supported by the ‘developmental state’, which has 

deemphasised inclusionary claims of the general public or of organised civic and 

other stakeholder groups that typically inform a socio-ecological sustainability 

approach (Stark & Ahrens, 2012). More broadly, being centralised and top-down, 

the MCVF policy is protective of the dominant paradigm-driven status quo and 

therefore has thrown up barriers to prevent initiatives that could enable strong 

local level sustainability transitions. The adoption of a ‘trickle-down’ approach 

emphasises this point. 
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The trickle-down approach 

The trickle-down approach expects developmental benefits generated through 

neoliberal development to trickle-down to the grassroots levels over time. But, as 

discussed in Chapter 3, this approach can easily lead to the enhancement of 

inequalities in distribution and has been widely discredited for development 

involving equitable development pathways (Harris, 2003; Brulle & Pellow, 2005; 

Assadourian, 2010).  

 

To alleviate regional disparities, Chapter 7 of the MCVF (2010:202) claims that it 

plans to transform each provincial landscape and ensure that every household in 

Sri Lanka will equally benefit from economic development. It recommends 

specific regional development initiatives to address inter- and intra- provincial 

concerns. In this regard, signifying a targeted approach, the MCVF (2010) 

indicates its willingness to undertake public expenditure according to pro-

regional, pro-growth programs:   

 

The Mahinda Chithana’s strong emphasis on equitable development 

would suggest that public spending should be pro poor, pro-growth and 

pro-regional. Good progress has been made recently, but in a number of 

programmes, the poorer segments of the population and country still 

need to channel more resources. Rural-urban imbalances in access to 

transport, electricity, quality drinking water, education and health are 

corrected with more resources being allocated to supplement regular 

programmes through regionally focussed developmental activities. 

Public investment will be directed to promote growth and value creation 

opportunities (MCVF, 2010: 9). 

 

However, contrary to this view, it is a trickle-down approach that is more visible 

in industrial development interventions as indicated by Participant AI.2: 

 

This [MCVF, 2010] is what we use as the Bible. Now here it says 

“industrial development: towards a global competitiveness” You can see 

that a large thrust, a large developmental thrust, is given from it. Making 
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programmes to develop the poor means production has to increase 

through high investment of money on large industries, for its effect to 

trickle-down below. 

 

According to participant AI.2, poverty is thus better addressed through first 

creating inequality, so that economic growth can be better effected after which 

wealth trickling down can occur. But inequality of income distribution spurs 

neoliberalistic growth. It creates competitiveness among communities, leading 

those who are better off to invest more, thus enabling capital accumulation and, 

in turn, furthering economic growth (Greenwood & Holt, 2010). 

 

Some of the participants in this study accepted this theory and used Sri Lanka’s 

economic growth to illustrate its success through the MCVF (2010). Participant 

AI.1 thus argued that the development of the country was going in the right 

direction as national level statistics indicated high growth rates socially as well as 

economically:  

 

Life expectancy has increased in Sri Lanka in both men and women. 

Deaths per 1000 births have reduced. That means health policies are 

good. Our literacy is more than 96%. If the development policy is bad 

these should decrease, rather than increase.  

 

In contrast, Participant AIII.8 argued:   

 

Up to now, since long past, we are assuming that development activities 

happen at a top level, and their benefits flow down. But that has not 

happened. It didn’t go down. It is evident by the fact that there is a large 

disparity among different groups of people. So marginal improvements 

are not going to work. For example, super highways that run across 

provinces are massive investments. But how many use them? And who 

are these users? If we develop an ordinary roadway, who will benefit? 

What is the highest priority? From that large investment, can anything 

better happen? 
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In supporting this thrust of argument, the participant BVI.3 stated that poor and 

unequal distribution of benefits was the key reason for poverty among 

communities working in certain economic sectors, such as the lucrative plantation 

sector:  

 

There are lots of issues why there is still a high level of poverty in this 

sector. There is actually a vast economic growth there in the plantation 

sector. But people who work there are still in extremely, unbelievably 

low levels of poverty. 

 

This information indicates that though the plantation sector and the owners thrive 

on economic growth, the workers are not benefiting. In comparison with the 

country’s average annual per capita income of Rs. 271,259 in 2010, the monthly 

average wage of informal sector employees working in rural areas was 

considerably lower, as indicated in Table 8.8. For example, the annual per capita 

income of a female worker in the paddy sector labour force was as low as Rs. 

109,000 (less than US$ 1000), and that was only attained if the worker could, in 

the unlikely event, find work all 20 days per month throughout the year. Since 

employment avenues—such as weeding and harvesting in the agricultural sector 

and use of beach seines in the fishery sector—are inherently seasonal and casual 

in nature, this figure of less than US$ 1000 in annual income, calculated using 

daily wages would be far less in reality, further indicating strong discrepancies in 

income distribution.  

Table 8.8 Daily wages in the informal sector, 2009-2010 (in Rs.) (US$1 = Rs. 113) 

Sector 2009 2010 

Tea Male 496 543 

Female 356 391 

Rubber Male 532 588 

Female 416 463 

Paddy Male 615 658 

Female 423 453 

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2010: 90) 
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Participants indicated the trend of economic development taking a turn towards 

high levels of consumerism in certain societies, which deprived others—typically 

the very poor—of basic human needs like shelter, food, clean water, sanitation, 

dignity, and so on. For example, Participant AIII.6 commented:  

 

[I]f you take Colombo, see the luxury houses and apartments. Some of 

these things are 30, 40, 50 million kind of things. You see vehicles 

running around: 80-90-100 million. And also you see the majority of 

people who are scratching a living out of Rs. 10,000–20,000 (US$100–

200) per month. 

 

This indicates that rapid economic development only profits a few, while many 

grow poorer and even destitute with rising inflation. This can result in heightened 

inequality among communities (Huntington, 1968), increasing regional 

disparities and vulnerabilities.  

 

However, in line with the MCVF’s (2010) vision of reducing regional disparity, 

investment in rural development did increase, although incrementally, over a five 

year period, from less than Rs. 40 billion in 2005 to more than Rs. 80 billion in 

2010, as indicated in Figure 8.3.  
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Figure 8.3 Investment in rural development, 2005–2010 

Source: Ministry of Finance and Planning (2010: 105) 

Yet, against the policy claim of balanced regional growth, serious disparities 

appear, for example, with regard to the road network. During the period 2005-

2010, a sum of Rs. 43 billion was spent on provincial road development. This 

was only 9% of total road sector investment (Ministry of Finance and Planning, 

2011c), indicating an extremely poor focus on rural development. This point is 

supported by the statistics regarding investment on different types of roads, as 

shown in Figure 8.4.  

 

 



210 

 

 

Figure 8.4  Distribution of investment in road development in Sri Lanka 

2005-2010 

Source: Ministry of Finance and Planning, Sri Lanka (2011c: 298) 

The Figure 8.4 indicates that although the total investment on roads significantly 

increased over the years up to around Rs. 80 million, the investment on rural 

roads and provincial roads stagnated to somewhere below Rs. 10 million.  

 

Similarly, Figure 8.5 indicates serious inequalities in public investment for rural 

development, agriculture and social infrastructure against development of 

economic infrastructure. 
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Figure 8.5  Public investment during 2005-2011 in US$ Million 

Source: Ministry of Finance and Planning (2011c: 170) 

The disparity in investment on rural development is further revealed by studying 

public accessibility to transport infrastructure in Sri Lanka. A World Bank study 

in 2005 revealed a high disparity amongst Sri Lanka’s regions with regard to 

accessibility to resources. For example, most poverty ridden remote areas were 

isolated due to lack of accessibility to the transport network, as also indicated in 

Figure 8.5 (World Bank and Department of Census and Statistics of Sri Lanka, 

2005). 

 

Figure 8.6 then supports the argument of Samli (2008: 204) that developing 

countries with a strong focus on top-down approaches are yet to realise equitable 

distribution of developmental benefits. Instead, this approach has led to the 

creation of a ‘forgotten majority’, who are marginalised and deprived. These 
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groups, to reiterate, are amongst the highly vulnerable to climate change impacts 

with low adaptive capacities. 

 

Figure 8.6  Road network accessibility in Sri Lanka, 2005 

Source: World Bank and Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka  

(2005: 9) 

Furthermore, the existing policy situation reinforces another theoretical point 

illustrated in Rostow’s five-stage trickle-down model that in following the 

Western approach, developing countries that adopt this model typically seek 

highly market and consumer driven neoclassical economic development (Rostow, 

1959). For example, the central government’s drive in carrying out provincial 

developmental projects—for example, major infrastructure projects such as 

Hambantota Harbour—is entirely based on the expectation that its benefits will 
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trickle-down to the bottom levels of society. In contrasting Sri Lanka’s 

achievements of Millennium Development Goals (MDG) with economic 

development, the participant AIII.3 supported this argument thus:  

 

In 2015, the poverty should be 12% according to MDG. But now we 

have reduced it to 7%. Mortality, morbidity rates, drinking water 

coverage; all these goals we have achieved. But the problem is, this is 

nationally [speaker’s emphasises]. Nationally, we are on track. But if we 

go a little more inward the country and regionally, things are different. 

MDGs have not been achieved in these places. That is the problem.  

 

Frank (1969), Frobel et al. (1980) and Greenwood & Holt (2010) caution that 

policy that leads to such inequalities among societies will eventually undermine 

the same development that it purports to attempt, as deepening inequalities start 

creating negative systemic conditions and impacts. Greenwood & Holt (2010: 

404) call this effect a ‘negative trickle-down effect’, which amongst its impacts 

can feature negatively changed consumption patterns. Here, low and middle 

income groups try to mimic expenditure patterns of the rich at the cost of overall 

societal health and wellbeing. These authors also caution that trickle-down 

development directly leads to deterioration in public goods and services. High 

income policy coalitions are no longer interested in maintaining public services 

such as good quality schools or clean hospitals, as they themselves can afford 

better services through the wealth creation generated at the top as a result of 

applying this model.  

 

In contrast, at the local level, in endeavours to align with the neoliberalistic 

growth paradigm, rural communities gradually lose their capacities to co-exist 

with their socio-ecological systems. Problems are aggravated when socio-

ecological systems lose the diversity and resilience that once enabled them to 

renew and reorganise when they were challenged by external forces such as 

climate change impacts, as discussed in Chapter 4. In some situations, things get 

so bad that many in rural communities attempt urban migration, thereby ending 

up in already crowded cities with sub-standard lifestyles—a situation commented 

upon by the participant from the fishery Community Based Organisation:  
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Traditional fishery is in great danger. Now father won’t give the fishery 

to his sons. We have a traditional fishery called Kattu Del. There are 40 

people here in this lagoon that have the right to do this special fishery. 

They catch the prawns that go from the lagoon to the sea. Out of 40 who 

were engaged in this fishery since generations past, now there are only 

two to take this fishery forward to the next generation. I am one of this 

group as my father and grandfather were. But my sons have gone for 

other jobs in Colombo. 

 

Human resources in any country have a significant role to play in the 

development process (Ravalion & Datt, 2002), especially since adapting 

successfully to climate change requires communities to be better educated and 

skilled. Therefore, community education, at least up to primary and secondary 

levels, is of utmost importance in enhancing adaptive capacities. This was 

emphasised by the participant AI.7:  

 

Some communities like estate populations are in extremely bad states. 

How can we teach them to have good practices in hygiene and nutrition 

to prevent diseases, when they don’t have the education to do this? How 

can they get education when the teachers cannot stay there? We don’t 

have the resources such as staff, infrastructure and health interventions 

to look after them. So it is not poverty alone … it’s mostly the social 

problems like the lack of proper housing, lack of schools.  

 

Nutrition is also an issue associated with poverty. Statistics show sharp variations 

in nutritional levels within Sri Lanka. Table 8.9 indicates the situation of anaemic 

pregnant women.  

 

Contrary to national aggregate poverty level statistics of the country, according to 

the World Bank (2007: ii), the disparity in nutritional levels among communities 

has increased in Sri Lanka:  

 

Poverty analyses show that as poverty has declined in Sri Lanka, most of 

the benefits have been concentrated in the Western provinces, leading to 
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a sharp rise in inequities between the Estate sector and other 

zones/sectors ... [for example], the difference in the mean BMI (a 

measure of adult nutrition) between the Estate and Urban sectors 

increased dramatically between 1995 and 2000 from 2.8 to 4.5. 

Table 8.9 Sectoral distribution of anaemic pregnant women in Sri Lanka, 2007 

 Anaemicity among pregnant 

women (%) 

Estate 50 

Rural 31 

Urban 25 

Source: World Bank (2007: 20) 

Though the MCVF (2010) recognises the importance of implementing programs 

to alleviate regional disparity and poverty, the participant AII.2 from the 

institution that acts as the interface between central and provincial governments, 

pointed out this was not well allocated to justify the claim: 

 

The treasury gives a block amount, for example, of 1,500 million to be 

distributed among all provincial councils. According to the amount made 

available budget project proposals are called from the Provinces. It is 

only if we recommend them that the treasury will release funds. Here we 

have two types of grants for the Provinces: the capital and the recurrent. 

The recurrent is not development oriented. That is, it is for salaries, fuel, 

electricity and so on. Unfortunately, 80% of what all Provincial Councils 

ask is for recurrent. Only around 20% is left for capital expenditure. That 

is the entire amount allocated for development oriented work for the 

Provincial Councils. 

 

With only 20% of the total allocation available for the local governance system to 

implement effective targeted developmental activities, alleviation of regional 

disparity is further constrained, which suggests the rhetorical nature of policy that 

seeks to remove regional disparity.  
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It indicates the failure of the national policy to enable proper allocation of 

resources at sub-national levels for administrative and developmental purposes. 

Another reason for such ineffective allocation of finances is suggested by the 

Central Governments’ ‘overzealous’ involvement in provincial activities. That is, 

due to overly strong interventions of the ‘developmental state’, Provincial 

Councils have simply turned themselves into administrative bodies to process 

central plans. This situation weakens the focus of sub-national governments on 

targeted interventions needed for enhancing the adaptive capacities of highly 

vulnerable socio-ecological systems at regional and local levels. 

 

In summary, it is clear that the trickle-down approach is inappropriate for long-

term socio-ecological sustainability. It excludes the majority from being 

‘partners’ in the developmental process, and advantages elites and large industrial 

interests to utilise key stakeholders as a tool, to be used in the process of 

achieving economic growth seemingly for a few. The argument is that once elites 

achieve their objective of growth, they soon lose interest in providing welfare 

services required by the majority, since they have the resources to procure the 

best services, such as healthcare and education. More importantly, this 

developmental trajectory dissociates communities from ecosystems with which 

they have co-existed over generations. Together, these situations lead to the 

creation of socio-ecological systems that are highly vulnerable to adverse impacts 

of climate change, and which become undermined to change their situation by the 

political economy that is still busily seeking to sustain economic growth. In this 

context, sustainability opportunities begin to wilt. 

The disregard for the sustainability of the natural resources 

base 

The MCVF (2010) mentions environmental protection in its chapter titled 

‘Comforts, Convenience and Satisfactory Lifestyles’, which clearly indicates a 

low priority assigned to ecosystems and natural resources. The policy underpins 

the strong anthropocentric viewpoint that environment and ecosystems have 

mainly instrumental value to be used to provide comforts for the people, even at 
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high cost to ecological systems. This point is reflected in the following comment 

made by participant AI.1: 

 

Our ministry has to work; to help people in the country to live 

comfortably and healthily, without hampering the economic policy of 

the country. 

 

The lukewarm response of environmental authorities in fostering socio-ecological 

sustainability was commented upon by participant BVII.1: 

 

The general public, the conservation community think that 

environmental concerns are not sufficiently considered in this 

development work.  

 

This participant also threw light on how natural resources such as reserves and 

national parks were being considered, managed and ‘developed’ as income 

generating ventures. Speaking of a recent project proposal developed for wildlife 

conservation, which was in the final stages of negotiation with the donor when it 

was cancelled, the participant stated:  

 

The government wanted to include roads through the Wilpattu National 

Park into the proposal as against the total conservation of the park. At 

the last moment the government cancelled the project, because they 

didn’t want that amount of money to be given for conservation, when 

those funds could be used for construction of roads through the park, so 

as to allow better access for tourists.  

 

Speaking about the same project and indicating the weak nature of natural 

resource conservation imparted through the national policy, participant BVI.1 

stated:  

 

We were requested by the Finance Ministry to allocate some funds for 

development of infrastructure in the buffer zone of Wilpattu National 

Park. It is only under this condition that the government would accept 
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the financial assistance offered by the World Bank. Agreeing with 

requests made by the government would have led to opening up the 

buffer zone with roads, which [would] deteriorate the ecosystem of this 

strict nature reserve. The World Bank refused the conditions of the 

government because the objective of the project was conservation. 

 

This response by the participant BVI.1 reinforced the argument that priority 

assigned to economic growth indicates an unsustainable developmental approach. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, this can lead to serious repercussions, especially in the 

long term. In line with weak sustainability, many believe that ecological losses 

incurred during economic activities can be traded off against the benefits that 

economic growth may yield for communities (Solow, 1986; Jabareen, 2008). 

However, there is burgeoning evidence worldwide that the ecological capital lost 

through developmental activities is just too much to be reconciled against short-

term financial benefits that such activities may bring (Dietz et al., 2009).   

 

One of the issues that the MCVF (2010) addresses in its Chapter 7 (Section 1) is 

forest cover, which is presently at 23% of total land cover in Sri Lanka. The 

MCVF (2010) proposes to increase this to 35% through replanting or 

reforestation, with the participation of the public and private sectors in protecting 

forests that have cultural value, and for replanting them. Notably, however, the 

percentage of existing primary forest cover to be protected is unmentioned. 

Instead, the summary document of National Physical Planning Policy and Plan 

(2010: 19), prepared by the National Physical Planning Council headed by the 

President himself, and guided by the MCVF (2010), stresses the present policy’s 

demand for critical land use changes.  

 

As such, it talks of a developmental paradigm, wherein the majority of State 

owned land—which includes all major forests, river reservations, upper 

catchments, marshes and coastal areas—is to be put to ‘better use’, so as to bring 

in greater financial returns. In tandem, the policy also indicates plans to change 

the existing protected area network (PAN). Figure 8.7.a shows the present 

protected area network. In turn, Figure 8.7.b indicates the major changes 

proposed to the present network. While the stated objective of this change is to 
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protect ‘fragile’ central hill country from construction activities, such changes 

pose negative effects to the overall socio-ecological system in many places, 

where ecologically important primary forest patches are to be removed to provide 

the space required for development and resettlement activities.   

 

The view of Participant AIII.6 about these proposed changes in natural 

ecosystems was:  

 

[The] Forest Department says to us, these are forests. So in wanting to 

maintain these forests they are not be bothered about the pressures from 

population; or population increase, or the need for developmental 

activities. So it is our duty to say to the forest people, ok, you take over 

the central hill. But you have to give up the lowland. 

 

This statement clearly indicates the pressure that developmental activities place 

on natural resources. It also indicates the need for relevant institutions to work 

more as ‘guardians of the environment’ to better protect the environment from 

overly exploitative and damaging economic pressures. This is crucial, for 

example, because of further attempts at exploiting the already rapidly degrading 

primary forests of the country, which have decreased from 40% of land cover in 

1960 to little more than 20% in the 2000s. Overall, this 50% reduction in forest 

cover within a time span of 40 years does not bode well for the long-term 

biodiversity and sustainability of the socio-ecological systems of the country. 

Better conservation and planning is obviously needed.   

 

This ill-conceived planning of natural resources—based primarily on high 

economic growth, and reflecting long-term failures of weak sustainability 

approaches worldwide—is also reflected in the Ministry of Land wanting to 

‘improve the productivity’ of natural landscapes, as participant AIII.8 claimed: 
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Figure 8.7  Currently Protected and Proposed Protected Areas  

Source: Ministry of Construction, Engineering Services, Housing and Common Amenities (2010: 19) 
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So we now have around 21% forests. Out of this only about 8% are in 

good quality. That is good forests are only a few. Others are only 

groups of trees. These forests are unproductive. We need to do 

something to maximise the productivity of these land. 

 

All these facts clearly indicate the overwhelming pressure being already exerted 

on rapidly dwindling natural resources, which play a critical role in providing a 

diversity of options and innumerable opportunities for renewal and 

reorganisation. Once these opportunities become too weakened, socio-ecological 

systems can more easily lose resilience and their adaptive capacities to cope 

with climate change impacts.  

 

Overexploitation of natural resources is also quite evident in the case of fishery 

resources. The fishery sector provides 1.2% of GDP and provides direct and 

indirect employment for about 650,000 people. During the period 2006-2009, 

the fish catch steadily increased. However, contrary to expectations for 

enhanced catches to come from offshore areas to reduce the pressure on already 

depleting coastal fish stocks, the increase in catch came more from the coastal 

fishery itself. As indicated in Table 8.10, the contribution from the offshore 

fishery decreased over time, rather than increasing as expected. 

Figure 8.8 Annual marine fish production 2006–2009 

Year Fish catch in MT % Coastal % Offshore 

2006 215,980 56 44 

2007 252,670 59 41 

2008 274,630 60 40 

2009 293,170 62 38 

Source: Adapted from Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Development (2010) 

The future expectation is to increase local fish production up to 685,690MT by 

2013 through increasing the coastal fishery catch by 43%, and the offshore catch 

by about 195%. The Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources justify the 

new targets claiming there are newly accessible fishery stocks in the North and 

Eastern parts of the country, which have recently been freed from terrorist 
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activities (2010). However, predictions for increased sustainable yields appear 

unrealistic, as participant AIII.1 seemed to indicate:  

 

To meet the targets set by the Mahinda Chintanaya, the Ministry is 

planning to put in more boats. But there are no fish in coastal areas. 

 

Overall, it seems clear that any more heightened fishing efforts pose serious 

threats to already diminishing fish stocks, even threatening a collapse in the 

fishery industry. Under these circumstances, the answer may be the offshore 

catch, but Participant AIII.1 believed that salient social and economic factors are 

being overlooked when policy was developed to boost the fishery production in 

the country:   

 

Large boats that go far seas are very costly. There is a loan scheme. But 

there are no investors. People think this is a risky job. If we go high 

seas, there need to be best technologies available for their survival. We 

don’t have that kind of knowledge or technology, so nobody wants 

these high cost boats. Also there are lots of regulatory requirements that 

need to be in place before going high seas, such as qualified skippers, 

log maintenance, etc. That is why ordinary fishermen don’t want to buy 

this kind of boats. 

 

This situation indicates that the MCVF (2010) does not take a socio-ecosystem 

based approach, but a strong anthropocentric and fragmented planning approach, 

where interrelated ecological limits and social concerns are given minimum 

recognition. It appears that the natural resource base is considered as a 

cornucopian ‘store house’ to be exploited at will (see Chapter 2). The prime 

strategy followed by the MCVF (2010) and the stakeholders is obviously to 

develop and manage this resource base to maximise revenues.  

 

In summary, the analysis makes it clear that the sustainable development-based 

accelerated economic growth trajectory of the MCVF (2010) cannot form the 

basis for appropriate climate change adaptation policy. Instead, this 

developmental paradigm and approach promises to further increase climate 
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change vulnerabilities. If the concept of ‘sustainable development’, or the 

unsustainability reflected through the MCVF (2010), were to be used as the 

basis of an adaptation policy, it is bound to reinforce existing vulnerabilities and 

keep on generating more. Therefore, it can be asserted that if the country is to 

formulate an appropriate climate change adaptation policy, a stronger argument 

for change is to understand the necessity for such policy to be based upon the 

paradigm of socio-ecological sustainability, as introduced in Chapter 3.  

Explanation for gaps and deficiencies in the MCVF 

(2010) 

This section seeks to provide an explanation for the above mentioned gaps and 

deficiencies in the MCVF (2010). The key factors are (a) the implications of a 

long drawn out civil war, (b) the large power imbalance between developmental 

and environmental institutions, and (c) the lack of open dialogue between key 

ministries. 

Accelerated developmental drive in the aftermath of the 

civil war 

The civil war began in the early 1980s and continued until 2009. After three 

decades during which it ravaged the country, development became a priority for 

the political leadership. The participant BIII.1 argued that the country’s drive for 

a fast track developmental trajectory was myopic and reductionist and that this, 

combined with a lack of accountability and appropriate policy for controlling 

natural resource degradation, were the reasons for the over-exploitation of 

natural resources:  

 

On the aftermath of the war, people are saying, now is our opportunity, 

so we should not think about environment. So I say “this is the time we 

should think about environment, otherwise we have to suffer”. If we 

don’t stop to reflect on that, we are going to pay more for what we are 

not going to think now. What you are doing now will be less 
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appreciative in terms of economic returns. Some says, ‘OK, at that time 

we are not here. Those who are there will solve the problems then’. 

This is why a policy is needed now. 

 

It is clear that the current drive lacks accountability and appropriate policy for 

controlling natural resource degradation. This is even more so during searches 

for new frontiers to expand, when forests and natural landscapes appear to be 

unproductive or replaceable. There is an inclination to convert forests and 

wetlands into agricultural land due to government policies that support 

agricultural expansion and construction of massive infrastructure. This is 

evident from the way in which natural landscapes are seen as unproductive. As 

the participant AIII.8 stated:  

 

In Mahinda Chintanaya there is also that we have to take action to 

maximise the use of land resources, as land today is not used as a 

proper investment. 80% of land is owned by State and these state 

owned lands are not utilised to the maximum. 

 

This strongly indicates a weak sustainability approach (as explored in Chapter 

3), which advocates conversion of the natural capital to other forms of capital as 

an ongoing and acceptable course of action. In developing countries such as Sri 

Lanka a large proportion of communities depend on natural resource-based 

livelihoods and are reliant on highly fragile ecosystems. Their adaptive 

capacities can increase or decrease depending on the quality of the resource base 

upon which they are embedded and sustained. A strong demand for expansion of 

resource frontiers can lead to the degradation of the natural resource base. For 

example, such demands pressure the National Physical Planning Department to 

acquire forests from the Forest Department, as participant AIII.6 reported:  

 

We have told the Forest Department your forests are these, so if these 

areas are not forested you have to acquire them and grow. But there 

may be some areas where forest need not be there and we take them for 

development. 
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This information makes it evident that the current policy does not take into 

account the need to adequately protect the fragile resource base. If haphazard 

developmental activities are initiated in these areas, these fragile ecosystems 

could eventually collapse. For example, hilly areas have become landslide 

prone, and what was fertile land a few decades ago has now become less so due 

to development activities. All these have contributed to making communities 

highly vulnerable and have deprived them of their adaptive capacity.  

Power disparity between institutions  

The second reason for the top-down hierarchical drive seen in the present 

developmental policy is a power disparity existing between institutions. There 

are four aspects to this power disparity: first, some participants may be 

purposely excluded; second, some policy actors inadequately overlook their 

mandate and yield too much to political pressure in doing so; third, resources are 

developed primarily for economic purposes that result in an inequitable 

distribution of benefits; and fourth, many otherwise responsible officials become 

powerless to prevent the degradation of ecosystems.  

 

First, certain participants tend to be purposely excluded from the policy process. 

Participant BIV.2 pointed to the ‘coercive nature’ of the current policy process:  

 

Now the big thing is infrastructure. It’s like a filter. If you don’t do 

infrastructure then you are out. If you don’t talk infrastructure, you are 

not one of us. That’s the thinking. Well, this is what the United States 

did after the war. They built roads, they built dams, they built 

navigation channels. With that development came. That’s the model we 

are using today. But is that the right model for Sri Lanka? 

 

This indicates that interests aligned with socio-ecological sustainability could be 

filtered out from the current policy process that seeks accelerated growth.  

 

Second, power disparity forces policy actors who have the mandate to consider 

direct, indirect and cumulative socio-ecological impacts generated by various 
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developmental projects to approve pre-determined projects that have strong 

political backing, regardless of their long-term impacts on socio-ecological 

systems. The Participant BIV.1 provided an example regarding the massive 

development of Hambantota, an area of high significance, due to reasons of 

political elitism: 

 

I will talk about a very controversial issue. Development of the 

Hambantota area. If you look at the natural resource basin of 

Hambantota, can greater Hambantota area support the proposed 

development? That is one of the few areas in Sri Lanka where water is 

in great shortage. Ground water is not adequate, surface water sources 

are negligible. One of the critical resources being in short supply, we 

are trying to put more pressure on it. It is an area which is renowned for 

its natural resource; the wild life - birds, elephants. This developmental 

program is going to have a huge impact on these resources. Policy 

makers are not looking to see whether this is the correct area to develop 

for Sri Lanka. They are looking at the current political regime. Then, 

yes, that is the best area to be developed. 

 

Third, power disparities are directly related to an indiscriminate exploration of 

resources for economic development that results in an inequitable distribution of 

benefits to a few. Economic development, be it led by the State or by the private 

sector, usually favours the rich and influential; for example, through market 

mechanisms that allow land to be allocated to wealthier groups, thereby 

exacerbating rural poverty and inequality (Barbier, 2006). As reported by 

Kannangara (2011a), this situation can be seen in Sri Lanka: 

 

The Forest Conservation Department allocated 225 acres of land to 

HVA Farm (Pvt). The land belongs to the Ralmaduwa Achchimale 

Archaeological Reserve, the Tabbowa Sanctuary and the 

Weerakkodicholi Eluwankulama proposed forest reserve. 

 

Further supporting this is the case of Somawathiya National Park, which was 

declared a sanctuary in 1966 under the Fauna and Flora Protection Act, and later 
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in 1986 as a national park. The Park consists of 93,662 acres of thick jungle and 

is the habitat for more than 500 wild elephants along with other wild fauna and 

flora. Kannangara (2011b) found that the Defence Ministry had given away land 

from the Somawathiya National Park to the local agents of USA based Dole 

Food Company, Letsgrow (Pvt) Ltd, for fruit and vegetable cultivation and 

livestock farming, and inferred that political nepotism was involved in the 

transaction (Kannangara, 2012).  

 

Fourth, these power disparities render many usually responsible State officials 

powerless in preventing the degradation of ecosystems. Participant AIII.1 gave 

an example concerning illegal filling of one of the major natural wetlands, the 

Negambo Lagoon: 

 

When the lagoon was being filled, the relevant officers in the area 

claimed there were no boundaries to the Negambo Lagoon. Boundaries 

are there. Even we put up boundary lines sometimes back. Even the 

CCD [Coast Conservation Department] made the boundaries, but no 

one is taking responsibility to maintain even these boundaries. Most 

filling up is by the politicians or other powerful parties. Officers cannot 

stop these, even if we want to. 

 

Thus, power disparities make it possible to manipulate state institutions and 

bureaucrats to serve predetermined political goals, and these goals are clearly 

not aligned with socio-ecological sustainability. Challenges posed by 

environmental or conservation-oriented laws on accelerated economic 

development have been averted through various ad-hoc changes made to 

existing laws and regulations. Explaining this, the Participant BI.1 provided an 

example of how a cabinet decision changed an institutional setup that had the 

power to hamper the prevailing economic growth drive: 

 

Today this ordinance [Wildlife Protection Act] has been broken into 

two. Wildlife [Department of Wildlife Conservation] is no longer with 

the Ministry of Environment. It is with the Ministry of Agrarian 

Services! Legally it is not possible to break this institutional structure in 
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this manner, as the Wildlife Act is fixed. But politically, they did it 

very simply—through a cabinet reconstruction. 

 

This action accords with the outlook of the ‘developmental state’, which has the 

power to use a variety of tools to enforce its will (Stark & Ahrens, 2012). 

Participant AI.5 indicated another example of the ‘developmental state’ of Sri 

Lanka using a variety of mechanisms in pursuit of economic growth: 

 

Generally, the Coast Conservation Department policy is more inclined 

towards conservation or environment. Still it [the Coast Conservation 

Act] is not much inclined towards economic development. But this 

might change in the future. Actually there is a proposal for the CCD to 

be changed to an Authority. The objective of this authority is mostly 

not conservation. It may be more towards earning money. 

 

This indicates the existence of a strong ‘developmental state’ that can overrule 

any precautions required for socio-ecological sustainability.  

 

The political pressure towards economic growth also appears to have created a 

hierarchy amongst institutions, as observed by participant BVII.1:  

 

Developmental agencies and ministries responsible for development are 

taking the upper hand … It appears that environment or natural 

resource management related agencies don’t have the same level of 

power. That is what has to be changed. 

 

The strong power disparity that appears in the policy arena in Sri Lanka 

resonates well with one of the key characteristics of the ‘developmental state’: 

the freedom of certain state political actors, who have the mandate to seek 

economic growth, from pressures generated through the general public and 

organised groups (Stark & Ahrens, 2012). This freedom enables policy actors in 

finance and developmental policy sectors to easily overrule socio-ecologically 

sustainable policy positions that can hamper growth trajectories, and override 

legal barriers that hinder goals of accelerated growth. 
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Though Huntington (1971) is of the view that passiveness and acquiescence are 

qualities seen among individuals in traditional societies as against modernity, 

these traits are clearly discernible in the modern bureaucratic system of Sri 

Lanka. Officers working in the dominant political economic environment that 

surrounds MCVF (2010) tend to use and distribute information in a pattern that 

does not contradict the dominant political will and paradigm. They tend to lose 

independent opinions and become passive ‘spokesmen’, rather than active 

participants in a more deliberative governance process (Skidmore, 2001). 

 

In summary, the above analysis provides a clear snapshot that indicates first, 

that powerful political interests utilise the drive for post-war development to 

exclude those who hold policy positions that seek socio-ecological 

sustainability. Second, members of the policy network are deprived of powers to 

present any viewpoint that oppose the political leadership. This has led to a 

policy arena dominated by actors who are empowered by the ‘developmental 

state’ created through the MCVF (2010), which is not aligned with socio-

ecological sustainability.  

Lack of dialogue among institutions 

Bimonte (2002) shows empirically that higher levels of collaboration in the 

economic developmental process can enable sustainability, because diverse 

participation can influence the nature and extent to which environmental goods 

and services are substituted by consumer goods and services. Unfortunately, this 

kind of collaborative participation is not seen among formal institutions in Sri 

Lanka. According to the Participant BVII.1: 

 

If there is no dialogue between three main ministries, finance, policy 

planning and environment, how can there be a national dialogue? 

 

In addition to lack of dialogue at the horizontal level, the participant AII.1 from 

the sub-national level also indicated a clear lack of vertical coordination and 

integration:  

 



230 

 

When we go to the village, it is difficult to get the Agriculture 

Department or the Ministry to go with us. When talking we say that we 

should go in an integrated manner. But in reality they don’t go like this. 

They go individually and implement things on their own; never 

together. Small industries go separately; the enterprise development 

division of the District Secretary goes individually. Environment 

people also do this. Health people do this, financial institutions do this. 

Even the banks do this. This is not effective. 

 

This lack of collaboration may be a result of power disparities but an elite and 

fragmented approach is strongly reflected. In any case, effective collaboration is 

a major requirement in enabling socio-ecological sustainability. With climate 

change adaptation a multi-sectoral issue, a governance approach that can enable 

strong collaboration and deliberation is imperative. Lack of such an approach is 

one of the strongest deficiencies that make MCVF (2010) an unsuitable 

foundation for a climate change adaptation policy. 

Conclusion 

The current overarching development policy in Sri Lanka, the MCVF (2010), is 

based predominantly on the dominant paradigm of neoliberal economic growth. 

It attempts to achieve accelerated economic growth through a development 

approach that prioritises short-term growth benefits over long-term development 

of socio-ecological systems. It also strongly supports the trickle-down approach, 

and has a disregard for the sustenance of the natural resource base. 

 

It is clear that the MCVF (2010) is driven by a strong ‘developmental state’ and 

growth oriented policy actors. The ‘developmental state’ presumes the 

infrastructure network, once established, to be a ‘silver bullet’ that will provide 

solutions to two problems: first, that rural communities will become active 

partners in the development process; and second, that the proceeds of the 

development will trickle-down to the poor at the bottom levels. Although the 

elite policy community assumes that strong economic growth at a few selected 
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urban centres is synonymous with improved capacity and resource access for a 

larger community, this analysis makes it clear that the trickle-down approach 

can further intensify regional disparities through inequitable distribution of 

benefits.  

 

Thus, the top-down nature and the trickle-down approach of the MCVF (2010) 

overshadows the needs and aspirations of the majority. It implies poor overall 

social wellbeing, while a few at urban centres acquire wealth and indulge in 

high levels of consumerism. Aligned with the trickle-down approach, the policy 

is indifferent to targeted, place-based developmental initiatives. As a result, a 

majority of communities lack opportunity to become meaningful partners in 

development. The analysis reveals the policy rhetoric that underlies the MCVF 

(2010) regarding equitable growth, and makes it clear that the policy and its 

implementation are not aiming to achieve equality or social justice. Socio-

ecological systems and communities are either considered as tools or passive 

onlookers in the economic growth process. Vulnerable communities are not 

empowered to become partners of the developmental process, but are treated as 

recipients of social welfare and subsidies.  

 

The analysis also reveals that the policy has a parallel disregard for the natural 

resource base. At most, natural resources are considered as storage silos, to be 

developed and harnessed for economic benefits. Devoid of the resource base 

with which communities have been in co-existence for generations, complex 

socio-ecological systems become less dynamic, less adaptive and can ultimately 

collapse. The policy’s inherent demand for high levels of natural resource 

utilisation makes socio-ecological sustainability an impossible goal.  

 

Overall, the neoliberal growth paradigm fostered through the MCVF (2010) 

appears to nullify possibilities of alleviating regional disparity, poverty and 

vulnerability. The objectives and characteristics of the MCVF (2010) are 

consistent with the objectives of sustainable development. The latter, as 

explored in Chapter 3, is a weak or failed form of sustainability that supports 

only short-term growth that generates benefits for a select group.  
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It can thus be argued that socio-ecological sustainability is clearly not a goal of 

the overarching developmental policy of Sri Lanka. The concept of socio-

ecological sustainability seeks self-sufficiency and heightened societal 

wellbeing for communities in terms of health, security, education, empowerment 

and freedom over longer periods of time, which have been found as important 

for effective climate change adaptation (for example, Goodland & Ledec, 1987; 

O’Riordan, 2009). Therefore, the current developmental policy direction is not 

conducive for appropriate climate change adaptation.  

 

The deficiencies and gaps displayed by the overarching developmental policy of 

Sri Lanka can be explained by the strong developmental demand seen in the 

aftermath of the civil war that ended in 2010. This drive created a state heavily 

inclined towards achieving economic growth at any cost. The MCVF (2010), 

being strongly aligned with the post-war development trajectory steered by 

powerful political economic interests, does not allow the collaborative 

partnerships needed for socio-ecological sustainability. In the prevailing policy 

arrangement, strong power disparities prevent effective collaboration among key 

stakeholders.  

 

This blinds the policy and its implementation to the need for deliberative 

participation and strong collaboration among institutions, especially those with 

conservation mandates and developmental mandates. Devoid of such balance 

and legitimacy, the policy excludes those who espouse different paradigms and 

policy positions. Deprived of collaborative partnerships, hierarchical 

institutional mechanisms have been created, with obvious power imbalances, 

wherein sectoral policy institutions resort to silo-like operations and are 

governed by elite directions and interventions. 

 

In conclusion, the paradigm and the policy positions reflected in the current 

national development policy of Sri Lanka reflect a strong alignment with 

neoliberal-based accelerated growth. As such, the policy cannot enable socio-

ecological sustainability, which is seen as the most suitable basis for a climate 

change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka. Based on this information, the next 
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chapter will explore exactly what might ‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation 

constitute for Sri Lanka. 
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     An appropriate climate 

change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka 

Introduction  

Climate change impacts can be felt at national, provincial and local levels. The 

impacts are felt across a multiplicity of sectors including agriculture, fisheries 

and health and, more generally, economic development. Added to the highly 

complex nature of climate change impacts, their uncertainty of scope and 

duration makes adapting to climate change even more difficult. Chapters 9 and 

10 address Research question 2: How can Sri Lanka adapt to issues and 

problems arising from climate change? 

 

This question is addressed through an approach based on the theoretical 

framework for system transitions set out in Chapter 4. The analysis is two 

pronged. First in Chapter 9, I examine how key policy actors conceptualise 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. This chapter is based on the 

interviews, supplemented by policy documents and reports from the mass 

media.  

 

Next in Chapter 10, I explore existing policy solutions that have been attempted 

by countries in the South Asian region, to determine what might constitute 

appropriate adaptation to climate change. For this purpose Chapter 10 provides 

an overview of climate change adaptation policies of countries in the South 

Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), as Sri Lanka is one of 

the eight member countries of this association.  

 

Based on this information, the thesis will present a framework for an appropriate 

climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka.  
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Requirements for appropriate climate change 

adaptation  

The interview participants revealed notable differences in their views about 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. Some were of the view that 

existing sectoral policies could sufficiently enable adaptation to climate change. 

They argued that adaptation through these policies had not happened yet merely 

because of managerial issues. Therefore, they called for a strengthening of 

efforts of sectoral policy actors and relevant institutions to implement currently 

available sectoral policies.  

 

This viewpoint implied that some policy actors in the climate change adaptation 

policy arena were not interested in a change in policy; instead, they were 

satisfied with the status quo. This viewpoint contradicts the overall findings of 

Chapter 8, which again indicated the poor capacity of the existing policy 

paradigm to enable appropriate climate change adaptation. A common theme 

observed among those who argued for the maintenance of the policy status quo 

was that they saw climate change adaptation as a direct and inevitable outcome 

of economic growth. These participants thus considered that climate change 

adaptation was synonymous with poverty alleviation through economic growth. 

For example, Participant AIII.6 argued: 

 

Obviously, the main objective of the climate change adaptation policy 

should be economic growth. 

 

Other participants saw a need to conceptualise climate change adaptation as a 

redistribution of developmental benefits among vulnerable groups. Participant 

AI.7 explained it thus: 

 

While we go with a development target of 8% [economic growth], 

climate change adaptation policy should ensure who gets this benefit. 
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Other participants argued against envisioning climate change adaptation as an 

economic growth related policy, for example, Participant AI.8 stated: 

 

Climate change adaptation policy should not be based purely on 

economic gains, as our other policies are. It has to make sure that there 

is no social deprivation resulting from our developmental policy. 

 

Several other participants too argued that the accelerated growth oriented policy 

paradigm was not conducive to climate change adaptation. Participant AIII.8 

argued: 

 

Improving and safeguarding livelihoods of people who are suffering 

from climate impacts cannot be achieved only through national 

economic development. It should come through the day-to-day lives of 

the communities. 

 

This raises the need for policies that portray a community centred approach. 

Taking a similar line, some participants argued that existing sectoral policies 

were not favourable for climate change adaptation. For example, Participant 

BVI.1 claimed:   

 

I don’t think present development takes climate change adaptation into 

account. How many sectoral policies actually take climate change into 

consideration? They go on as business as usual, guided by the Mahinda 

Chintana. If you ask them, they may say ‘yes, we consider climate 

change’. But if you ask what they changed because of climate change 

impacts, I don’t think most sectors can give examples. 

 

These comments support the critique of the key national development policy of 

Sri Lanka, as set out in Chapter 8. There, I made the observation that MCVF 

(2010) guides sectoral policy merely towards accelerated economic growth 

while expecting developmental befits to trickle-down to vulnerable 

communities. Overall, there was a clear requirement to alter the direction of the 

existing growth oriented policy. In line with this argument, several participants 
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held the view that such policy change could not occur through marginal 

adjustment. Yet, despite identifying a need for fundamental change in policy 

direction, many participants were not in favour of seeking ‘radical’ or 

transformational change to the existing dominant approach through a new 

climate change adaptation policy. They claimed that radical changes would be 

impractical within the context of the current political economy of Sri Lanka and, 

therefore, such policy changes would be impossible to formulate, let alone 

implement.  

 

In addressing this dilemma, the empirical findings reinforce the theory that 

suggested a solution in the form of system transitions, which are enabled 

through renewal and reorganisation in nurturing system diversity and niche-level 

innovations, as discussed below. 

Need for renewal and reorganisation at the local level 

Participant AII.1 argued that appropriate climate change adaptation should be 

bottom-up:  

 

According to my 20 years of experience, a policy should be initiated 

through the community. Through the experiences of the people their 

water issues, livelihood issues are different and complex. Different 

groups are affected in different ways. Farmers, livestock people, they 

are being affected by climate change and these people have already 

identified adaptation measures for these over the time. But they cannot 

implement them without our support and we didn’t ask them about it.  

 

This statement indicates criteria that have important policy implications. First, 

appropriate change adaptation is context-specific and locally place-based. 

Second, climate change adaptation is predominantly based on resources that 

socio-ecological systems acquire as a consequence of experience they undergo. 

This conceptualisation of climate change adaptation is strongly aligned with the 

adaptive capacity approach. Once a socio-ecological system is affected by 
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climate change impacts, the system starts renewal and reorganisation by means 

of utilising all available resources (Holling, 1986).  

 

Resources available to a system for renewal and reorganisation are often in the 

form of knowledge and learning, obtained by people who live through and learn 

from their experiences. These forms of knowledge and learning can instruct and 

guide communities on how to obtain or develop a variety of resources required 

to face challenges of climate change. The above statement of participant AII.1 

indicates that adaptation obviously also requires appropriate support from the 

policy level. Therefore, the crux of formulating an appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy is for policy actors to comprehend the kind of support required 

by socio-ecological systems to enhance their own adaptive capacities.  

 

Comprehending the needs and aspirations of socio-ecological systems can best 

be enabled through two avenues: social learning and policy learning.  

Social learning 

Many participants drew attention to the importance of enabling social learning 

in enhancing adaptive capacity. For example, participant AI.8 was concerned 

about the lack of opportunities for social learning from past extreme weather 

events: 

 

Communities are not prepared to face such events, which are going to 

become more frequent with climate change. The farmers are unaware 

of what is happening. They just know that the flood came, next the 

droughts came. Government came and distributed dry food rations and 

clothes. That’s all. So farmers are not ready. They are not prepared for 

these frequent events. 

 

This observation indicated the need for opportunities for communities within 

socio-ecological systems to engage in social learning to enable system renewal 

and reorganisation. Important information is lost to the socio-ecological system 

if communities do not engage in social learning through past experience. This 
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requires that a climate change adaptation policy enable communities to be 

actively involved in renewing and reorganising within their socio-ecological 

systems. It also implies that formal institutions should refrain from making 

strong interventions in a top-down and event-driven manner. Rather than being 

predominantly reactive – for example, in seeking to distribute rations after 

disaster strikes – a climate change adaptation policy that seek to facilitate 

system renewal and reorganisation should be proactive in facilitating social 

learning among communities. Such social learning will enhance already existing 

skills and adaptive capacities among communities, enabling them to better face 

future climate change challenges.  

 

Effective climate change adaptation thus needs to enable better community 

engagement in policy formulation as well as in its implementation. To enhance 

engagement, participants indicated the need for policy mechanisms that can 

build strong social capital, which can enable collective outcomes within socio-

ecological systems. Strong social capital can empower even highly vulnerable 

communities to demand resources to address climate change impacts that they 

currently face, or which they feel are imminent (Adger, 2003b). Social capital 

can also help prevent top-down policy interventions being forced on 

communities, if they deem that these interventions do not contribute to the long-

term collective good of the community.  

 

Strong social capital thus opens up avenues for more effective deliberation 

between the communities and politically powerful stakeholders, who might 

otherwise disregard community knowledge and aspirations. Considering the 

importance of strengthening social capital for a bottom-up approach, it is 

evident that appropriate adaptation is possible only if institutions are serious 

about engaging grassroots communities meaningfully.  

 

Interviews indicated that a large gap exists in the institutional will to engage 

with communities in determining appropriate policy interventions and to 

enhance social capital. Participant AI.5 provided an example from a failed 

policy intervention that had received international funds for its implementation 

in targeting community-based resource management:  
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There is a huge difference between the approach of the existing 

administrative system and the approach that we tried to promote 

through these projects. The existing system doesn’t recognize 

community based management or give any priority for it. So a project 

always runs while there is facilitation. As soon as the facilitation role 

stops and when the community tries to link with the existing system, 

our existing system does not like it.  

Policy learning 

The requirement for the actors of the climate change adaptation policy arena to 

be guided by needs, aspirations and abilities of communities was explored by 

several participants. Some officials from key ministries were emphatic about the 

need to appreciate the importance of accessing community knowledges and 

traditional practices. The necessity for policy actors to understand the 

importance of lived-in experience of communities, who for generations have 

been adapting to various climatic calamities, appears to be an important 

prerequisite for effective adaptation. Indicating deficiencies in the existing 

policy in its capacity to comprehend issues and problems at grassroots levels, 

Participant AIII.2 argued:  

 

Our policies can only help people of a certain level. They are not able 

to do anything about those who are below that level.  

 

Participant AIII.2 then argued the need for a management system that would 

help administrators to better understand community problems and issues:   

 

The people at Colombo try to guess the problems of the villagers. That 

is not good. What we decide at the top is not what is expected by the 

village person. 

 

Certain ministries such as the Ministries of Agriculture and Fisheries have a 

strong network of regional officers that can enable strong policy interventions at 
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the grassroots level. However, Participant AI.8 identified several loop-holes that 

prevented the flow of information from the bottom to the top to enable policy 

learning:  

 

The Assistant Government Agents and the Assistant Directors at 

Divisional Secretary level participate in the meeting of Government 

Agents at the District Level. They can bring farmer problems to the 

District Level meeting chaired by the Government Agent. But the 

problem is these Government Agents do not participate in policy 

making meetings that take place at the national level. 

 

These statements indicate the poor capacity of the existing system to enable 

policy actors to engage in policy learning about problems and issues of the 

socio-ecological systems and of their solutions.  

 

However, participant AIII.8 did not agree with the availability of an institutional 

mechanism to enable policy learning: 

 

I personally think that all our activities should be directed at the lowest 

strata of the society. They don’t have a voice. They don’t have the 

power. Not financially and not by communication. Those are the people 

that we should work for. Even though I think this, our work stops at a 

certain level, without going that far. Our policies are not sensitive 

enough to go to such an extent. We don’t have the institutional 

mechanism to go to that level. This condition is common to all our 

policies. 

 

Participant AII.1 agreed claiming the unsuitability of the existing institutional 

mechanism for enabling appropriate adaptation:   

 

I do not think we can use existing institutions. This is a peoples’ policy. 

Therefore, there should be someone who is involved. 

 

The statement of Participant AI.8 too suggests a similar view:  
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Within the ministry, there are Directors of the Department of 

Agriculture, the Director Generals etc. They are the ones who bring in 

any problems of the community to the policy table. But there is no 

direct connection with the grassroots level. This is a loss. Then, since 

these directors don’t go to the community level, how can their 

problems be identified? 

 

This statement clearly points to the deficiency in the existing institutional 

mechanism for engaging in policy learning. In addressing this issue, Participant 

BIII.1 argued for enhanced commitment among key policy actors in promoting 

information flows to the bottom, especially with respect to policies that need to 

be implemented at the grassroots levels: 

 

Government policy should be implemented through the government 

structure. The surprise is, the responsibility of disseminating the 

Haritha Lanka policy among key officers is not given to SLIDA [the 

Sri Lanka Institute for Development and Administration] – the 

institution that can help in doing this. SLIDA is the institution where all 

the government agents in the centre as well as those at the periphery are 

brought in regularly to be advised and educated. They are the people 

who continuously meet officers in the region and keep these officers 

working in far-away places constantly aware about new programs.  

 

In addition to formal mechanisms, some participants suggested other institutions 

that could support system renewal and reorganisation. For example, the mass 

media could play a role in bridging the gap between policy actors and the 

community. In this regard, Participant BI.1 said:  

 

Policy makers are in the city, in their office. They don’t go to the 

village. So it is the duty of mass media to bridge this gap. 

 

In a similar vein, Participant BVI.1 identified informal mechanisms for reaching 

grassroots levels, which politicians use, but which policy makers and 
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bureaucrats are yet to discover; that is, how to utilize informal methods in policy 

formulation and implementation:  

 

We have the mechanisms. Whenever a political party has a rally, they 

bring in all the people to the rally. The same network can be used for 

more useful things. There are Samurdhi Niyamaka’s and many other 

officers working at the grassroots level, but we are not using them. I 

wouldn’t create a new structure for working at grassroots levels. I’d use 

the existing structure. In every village there is the Death Donation 

Society. Every family in the village is a member. 

 

Overall, the analysis found that an effective climate change adaptation policy 

would require formal State-level institutions to establish better engagement of 

policy actors with the needs and aspirations of communities. Participants also 

made it clear that the mere existence of an institutional mechanism did not 

necessarily enable system renewal and reorganisation. Institutional mechanisms 

need to be open and receptive of community knowledges, capacities and skills. 

Such policy learning occurs better when there are flexible and open institutional 

structures. More importantly, formal institutions need to be geared and willing 

to value, access and assimilate community knowledges, skills and aspirations.  

 

In summary, the analysis indicated that policy learning cannot occur through 

existing institutional mechanisms. This emphasises the need for appropriate 

institutional mechanisms to allow the upward policy input of social knowledges 

and experiences. The analysis also revealed a general belief that social learning 

at the community level should complement the policy learning that occurs 

among institutional policy actors. To enable social learning, there should also be 

horizontal movement of community knowledge and experience – for example, 

of ‘best practices’ that had been implemented elsewhere. All these demand 

institutional mechanisms that can augment existing formal mechanisms, which 

appear currently incapable of enabling system renewal and reorganisation.  
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Need for nurturing diversity 

Another important requirement for enhanced adaptive capacity appears to be the 

availability of a diversity of options. Diversity in the form of livelihoods, 

biological resources, developmental options and interventions was discussed in 

this regard.   

Livelihood diversification 

Participants commented that climate change is already eliminating traditional 

livelihood options that exist within socio-ecological systems. For example, 

Participant AIII.2 believed that diminishing diversity in raw materials was due 

to climate change impacts, and that these had affected traditional industries: 

 

Traditional handicrafts mostly use natural resources like reed, fibre and 

wood. Some time back, a wide variety of these like Pun, Gallehe were 

very common in many villages. We can’t find these raw materials now. 

For the traditional mask industry, we used Kaduru and with the 

changing environments and changing climates the Kaduru trees are 

disappearing very fast. So long term, there is a big problem. This is a 

very big problem because traditional industries in handicrafts side 

cannot procure these materials.  

 

Several participants emphasised the importance of diversifying livelihoods when 

communities are faced with climate change challenges. However, the above 

policy actor made it clear that the climate change adaptation policy arena was 

not adequately prepared to address problems that communities faced when their 

livelihoods became irreversibly threatened by the diminishing availability of 

natural resources. In fact, this participant revealed that policy institutions were 

not aware of the need to establish diverse options within these systems, when he 

stated: 
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With the downfall of tourism during the past few years, selling of our 

traditional products became a major problem. But in future, with the 

improvement of tourism, we are hoping to improve our sales. 

 

This statement explains the inclination of the policy system to maintain the 

status quo – in this case, expecting traditional industries to operate and improve 

sales in response to anticipated tourist demand. Policy actors appear to have 

avoided the reality of problems faced by these small-scale entrepreneurs, who 

are predominantly rural poor. In the participant’s view, traditionally available 

raw material such as reed and cane were no longer available due to changing 

conditions. Consequently, rural small scale entrepreneurs were already facing 

problems with procurement of these raw materials. The industry is clearly being 

taken over by large-scale companies. Even so, bureaucratic policy institutions 

expects not only business-as-usual, but also an increased sale of products of 

small and traditional industrialists. They disregarded the problem that small 

scale industries were unable to be sustainable or compete, in the absence of the 

raw materials they required.   

 

The contradictory nature of these views leads to one conclusion: if traditional 

rural industries are to survive and grow in the face of challenges posed by 

climate change, the natural resource base on which these industries depend 

needs to be enhanced through proactive policy. In addition there should be 

policy support for enabling diversification of livelihoods for communities highly 

vulnerable to climate change impacts.  

Protection of biological diversity 

Several participants expressed the need for protecting biological diversity and 

for enhancing the natural resource base. Providing a concrete example of the 

importance of preserving the diversity of biological resources within agricultural 

systems, participant BVII.2 stated:  

 

If you look at history, different kinds of seed types have been used, for 

example, there is a paddy variety called Maha Ma Vee, which can grow 
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up to 5 ft, and therefore can withstand water logging. These can be used 

now when more and more floods lead to water logged conditions.  

 

Participant BI.1 also argued that the natural resource base of the country plays a 

critical role in adapting to climate change. Indicating that communities are 

concerned about protecting the natural resource base of the country, he noted: 

‘Though political authority does not see this as a priority, you have the people’s 

support to protect the environment and its resources’.  

 

In a similar line, participant BVII.1 also linked climate change adaptation 

directly to conservation of the natural resource base, arguing that climate change 

adaptation and natural resource conservation were not compatible with the 

dominant paradigm of economic development:  

 

Now we have our policies based on economic development. Our 

requirements for climate change adaptation and conservation are 

different. They do not go together.  

 

This view emphasises the importance of biological diversity for enhancing the 

adaptive capacity within socio-ecological systems.  

Alternative development pathways 

In the face of diminishing livelihood options, alternative developmental 

pathways can make available further options for climate change impacted 

communities. Participant BVII.2 argued this when he stated that people seek a 

change from the direction of the dominant developmental paradigm: 

 

People do not see present policy as a change in the direction of the 

development; or a new pathway to achieve something better for them.  

 

Participant BVII.2 also made it clear that the establishment of diverse livelihood 

options is possible only with alternative development pathways, when he 

opined: 
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Some might be worried that climate change adaptation might generate 

barriers for economic growth concerns. So, the current developmental 

paradigm will not accept initiatives that are needed for real climate 

change adaptation. 

 

This perspective reinforces the idea that ‘real’ or appropriate climate change 

adaptation cannot be achieved within the dominant paradigm. As a solution, this 

research clearly indicates the need to seek alternative developmental pathways 

that allow for the survival of impacted communities. 

Place-based interventions 

The context-specific nature of climate change impacts, discussed earlier, 

requires a diversity of approaches and place-based interventions. Talking about 

the need for an appropriate adaptation, participant AI.5 argued the need for 

direction from a central policy to engage in community centred adaptation: 

 

[in the light of lack of coordinated action] …  on our own we decided 

and designed some coastal structures. In these designs we considered 

sea level rise. We have to decide whether these designs should be for a 

six year period or to just match sea level rise. By end of this year we 

will complete formulating risk profiles and hazard maps. Then we can 

go forward with these. It will force us to do something. But the problem 

is we are not doing community adaptation. 

 

This statement indicates two serious problems. The first is that certain 

stakeholder institutions carry out individualist activities in the absence of 

direction from a central level policy. They do so to address a problem that are 

fast becoming evident, but in doing so takes a reductionist approach as against 

holistic, collaborative approaches required for appropriate adaptation. These 

interventions can lead to a loss of flexibility, and pushing the systems into a 

rigidity trap – for example, the construction of hard coastal structures, which 

especially can lead to maladaptation.  
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The second problem is that this participant distinguished between such 

reductionist interventions and what s/he calls ‘community adaptation’. The 

participant appeared to consider ‘community adaptation’ more essential than, 

and different from, designing or constructing hard coastal structures in an 

impact-focused manner. The need of direction from a key national adaptation 

policy is clearly suggested, in enabling ‘community adaptation’.  

 

Though climate change induced losses can be serious, the damage is usually 

restricted to certain geographical areas, and predominantly affects many voices 

who go unheard. For example, Perera (2011) quotes a villager in a small village 

in the Pollonnaruwa district of the North Central Province, who expressed grief 

about the damage done to crops by two consecutive floods that hit the same area 

during the period December to February:  

 

The fields are gone and the water channel is gone. In their place we 

have a large tank. Today villagers are forced to cross the ditch on an 

improvised ferry made of used tar barrels. I have no means to make an 

income for one year now. The floods have taken away everything. No 

one warned us that rains would be this big. Usually we rejoice when the 

rains come, now it is like a mass funeral here.  

 

None of the participants interviewed in this research mentioned or identified 

community groups such as this Pollonnaruwa community, which is suffering 

seriously from climate change impacts. This indicates that certain communities 

are not sufficiently visible to the climate change policy action arena. This 

‘invisibility’ was reinforced by several participants; for example, the participant 

AIII.2 suggested that impacts have to be ‘large enough’ to be noticed and to 

initiate action; the Participant from the Department of National Budget/Ministry 

of Finance claimed that ‘impacts had not visible or been felt’ yet to trigger 

policy action.  

 

In addressing the situation of central policy makers becoming negligent of, or 

complacent about, the requirements for adaptation, participants identified a 

strong need for ‘place-based’ interventions. Operationalisation of such 
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interventions can make socio-ecological systems flexible, opening up avenues 

that can respond to diverse and new problems that these systems may face. 

Supporting this need for place-based interventions, participant AI.8 noted the 

possibility for widely diverse problems among different socio-ecological 

systems: 

 

In adapting to climate change our agro-ecological zones need to be 

considered separately. Other thing is our monsoon rains. We get 

monsoon and inter-monsoons. Therefore, problems with each zone are 

completely different. At present there is nothing being done about these 

problems. 

 

Several participants argued the need for new local-level governance mechanisms 

to identify and address local needs. For example, Participant AI.3 said:  

 

Governance mechanism should be reformulated and we have to rethink 

how to set up different local level mechanisms to promote community 

based resource management. 

 

In summary, the data collected in these interviews highlights the importance of 

nurturing diverse policy options within socio-ecological systems. As climate 

change can strongly affect existing community livelihoods, it is important to 

diversify livelihoods and promote alternative developmental pathways. As 

communities highly vulnerable to climate change are often largely dependent on 

natural resources, there is a requirement to protect the natural resource base 

including the biological diversity. As such, policy interventions carried out in a 

place-based manner, closer to target communities, appear to be important for 

several reasons. First, such interventions are important in addressing strong 

variability and the context specificity of impacts; second, they can nurture 

system diversity; and third, they allow needs and requirements of impacted 

communities to be better recognised and addressed. Place-based interventions 

targeted to address local circumstances also appear to be of immense importance 

in preventing socio-ecological systems falling into rigidity traps as a result of 

centre-driven policy interventions with short-term policy goals. 
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It has been shown that the existing policy regime is not well suited for climate 

change adaptation. The analysis makes it clear that appropriate climate change 

adaptation cannot be enabled through marginal changes to existing policy and its 

intervention strategies. As theory has highlighted, the way to best enhance 

adaptive capacity appears to be through system transitions, which require niche-

level innovations.  

Need to enable niche-level innovation 

Socio-ecological systems face climate change related problems that are highly 

context specific. These problems are not easily perceived or addressed through 

an economic growth centred regime that operates in a top-down manner. Such a 

regime can only allocate funds for conventional policy efforts. Against this 

background, participants identified the need for system transitions through 

enabling niche-level innovations. 

Deviation from the dominant paradigm 

Several participants identified the difficulty of deviating from the dominant 

policy paradigm. For example, illustrating difficulties faced in enabling 

fundamental changes in policy direction, participant BVII.2 complained: 

 

With the green revolution we are now using improved new varieties 

which give very high yields and are profitable. But you need to apply 

high levels of fertilisers and pesticides for these varieties. Now these 

practices have become mainstream. Fertilisers, water and even 

extension officers are for the mainstream not for new seed types 

developed by the people, society and culture better suited for on-the 

ground conditions. If you ask Agriculture Ministry whether they have 

extension services for Maha Ma Vee, suited for high saline soil, they 

say no.  

 

This reflects the observation that some attempts – specifically, attempts to make 

appropriate, context-specific, place-based interventions for adaptation – seem 
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not to have been well supported by the current regime. Understanding this 

situation, in the recent past, other stakeholders, for example NGOs being aware 

of lapses in governmental action, have been attempting innovative solutions to 

solve real-life problems faced by communities. This was advanced by 

participant BVII.2: 

 

In water logging conditions as well as in water scarce areas 

conventional toilets are a problem. People face much inconvenience. So 

we developed a solution through the Eco Sanitation people—dry 

toilets, which don’t use water. We introduced these and pilot tested 

them. It is working, especially in hard-hit areas.  

 

Communities themselves have been leading such innovations in a demand 

driven manner. As explained by participant BI.1:  

 

Uraniya was a very fertile land long time ago. Suddenly it started to 

become infertile because of salinity intrusion. Today, it is so saline that 

none of the conventional paddy varieties can be grown and the 

government was not concerned and fields went fallow. So people in 

this areas got together and tried an old traditional variety of seed paddy 

called ‘Pattcha Perummal’ highly tolerant to salinity. Now that area 

grows only this variety and the people were saved because of this.   

 

This indicates the importance of niche-level innovations in resolving problems 

not visible or important to the existing regime. It also indicates that when 

government institutions have neglected or given up climate change adaptation 

on localised issues, then communities, if suitably empowered, can make 

successfully attempt to address adverse conditions that they face. In this regard, 

the existence of strong social capital is of immense value. As indicated earlier, 

too, social capital empowers communities to seek external assistance and 

resources. It allows the voices of the community be heard over the voice of the 

dominant paradigm.  
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Focus on sustainability 

Earlier, it was shown that the status quo and the dominant paradigm of the State 

are not well geared towards socio-ecological sustainability. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that existing formal institutional mechanisms cannot support niche-

level innovations. However, this is not to say that only NGOs and communities 

are capable of niche-level innovations. Participant BVII.1 illustrated the 

capacity of State institutions, but those working at grassroots or niche-levels, to 

engage in innovations: 

 

There are people in regional research stations working on what we now 

call adaptation. They have done this silently over so many years. Most 

of the time they work with communities. We should have a system of 

getting their findings to the ‘centre’. Decision makers who are looking 

only for solutions that increase yields and economic figures, do not 

consider these research findings seriously. I don’t think there is a 

mechanism for these researchers to share their findings. 

 

This perspective argues for niche-level innovations that are focused on socio-

ecological sustainability rather than on economic growth, to be supported by 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. 

 

In this regard, social capital, again, appears to be important: first, in determining 

what innovations are needed to overcome deficiencies in the existing regime; 

and second, in seeking to enable innovations through strong and collaborative 

efforts. In this regard, participant AII.1 emphasised the importance of social 

mobilisation:  

 

We have to identify a group from the village, empower them, and get 

their help as facilitators to help us in our policy work. We need a 

greater conversation with them. The policy should come from them. It 

should be for them. So social mobilisation is needed. 
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Head-room for manoeuvre 

As indicated in Chapter 8, the current policy regime in Sri Lanka has a strong 

tendency to establish hard or physical structures in an attempt to reduce 

vulnerability through enhancing economic growth; this was reinforced by 

participant AI.5 who spoke about hard coastal structures being established. 

Other participants have also indicated how such technical interventions that 

attempt to address existing problems can exacerbate social and economic 

vulnerabilities of socio-ecological systems. Giving an example of an 

intervention of a hard adaptation, participant BI.1 opined how these can lead 

socio-ecological systems into rigidity traps: 

 

Menik Ganga [River Menik] feeds a number of highly sensitive, 

ecologically important fragile ecosystems downstream. Upstream, the 

river water is used by rice farmers, sugarcane producers and for the 

supply of domestic water for a number of settlements. Now the river is 

drying up downstream during most months of the year. The objective 

of the new reservoir is to provide more water for upstream settlements 

and large plantations upstream. Due to improved water supply, 

upstream areas will become more and more populated. There will be 

more economic activities. Then these new development schemes will 

need to be fed with more and more of the scarce water supply. This will 

cause increasingly large stress on downstream communities as well as 

on already starved ecosystems such as the Yala National Park, 

Pilinnawa Coastal Wetlands, the Menik Ganga Estuary and other 

protected coastal reserves in the area. 

 

In the literature on this topic, authors have argued that a strong focus on ‘hard’ 

adaptation can eliminate head-room for niche-level innovation by locking 

unsuitable structures into socio-ecological systems (Kemp & Loorach, 2003; 

Geels, 2010; Westley et al., 2011). It is notable that none of the participants 

from State institutions appreciated the need for allowing head-room or providing 

space for niche-level innovations that can address problems of lower adaptive 

capacity or vulnerability that exist in socio-ecological systems. This draws 
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attention to the lack of policy engagement with niche-level needs. It also 

emphasises the existing top-down, centre driven policy interventions that force 

solutions from above. Such top-down policy interventions, especially in the 

form of ‘hard’ solutions, can lead systems into a rigidity trap and consequently 

into maladaptation. 

 

In summary, it is argued that the existing regime is characterised by an 

unsustainable growth-driven developmental paradigm, and cannot adequately 

address climate change related issues and problems of vulnerable communities. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, a regime consists of complex interactions among 

actors and institutions that seek to reinforce a particular paradigm. To better 

enable system transitions, niche-level innovations that seek to overcome 

deficiencies in the existing regime need to be encouraged and supported. 

However, the formal governance mechanism reviewed in this research appears 

to be too rigid, inflexible and protective of the dominant paradigm to support 

such innovations. Since niche-level innovations represent a marked deviation 

from the dominant policy paradigm, such innovations can best be enabled 

through less-formal mechanisms. Uncertainty and scepticism among policy 

makers about climate change and its impacts also are key factors that hinder 

appropriate climate change adaptation.  

Need for Adaptive co-management  

Adaptive co-management is important for appropriate climate change adaptation 

as it can enable adaptiveness through policy monitoring and lesson learning, and 

Collaboration. 

Adaptive management  

In Sri Lanka, at the time this research was undertaken, uncertainty about climate 

change impacts still appeared to prevail despite Sri Lanka’s undertaking 

vulnerability assessment for a number of economic sectors, which provided 

solid evidence about the nature and extent of climate change impacts (Ministry 

of Environment, Sri Lanka, 2011b). In addition, several key stakeholders 
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indicated concrete evidence for climate change. For example, Participant AI.5 

related: 

 

When we take sea level rise, we found that inundation in the Southern 

Province will be mostly around water bodies. We did surveys for all 

Divisional Secretariats with the ocean as a boundary. So from this, we 

know that 5-10% of Bentota has the highest risk of inundation.  

 

Even with all this evidence, policy actors were still uncertain about climate 

change impacts.  

 

The literature accepts that local impacts are even harder to predict than global 

ones. It emphasises the appropriateness of local and regional level initiatives 

developed through collaborative management (Yohe & Dowlatabadi, 1999; 

Webster et al., 2003; Travis, 2010). For example, those who were directly in 

contact with climate change risks, such as vulnerable farmers in salinity prone 

areas, regarded any possibility of losing irrigable water as a severe problem. In 

contrast, central government bureaucrats tended to see such localised changes as 

a non-priority – for example, when granting permits for extraction of water for 

industrial development. This indicates that elite bureaucrats may not be 

seriously concerned about climate change impacts and that they use uncertainty 

to justify inaction. As Participant AIII.4 related:  

 

But presently we are taking steps to address what we see and feel. Our 

priority is for such visible things, not for things that we don’t see 

presently.  

 

Policy actors are also circumvented from taking action in adapting to climate 

change by the complexity in determining causal linkages. For example, 

Participant BIV.2 indicated the uncertainty of adverse impacts on fisheries: 

 

If climate change can increase temperatures, definitely there will be 

changes in the currents. Definitely. It will affect the fish stocks, may be 

the productivity increase in certain areas and some of the demersals 
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will be going deeper. They will be less accessible. This is our main 

income source. 

 

In the face of such uncertainty, lack of direct causal linkages and slow onset of 

impacts, the literature identifies the importance of an adaptive approach. 

Empirical findings of the research too indicated the same. For instance, 

indicating the importance of an adaptive approach enabled through policy 

monitoring and lesson drawing from past interventions, participant AI.3 argued: 

 

The concepts integrated in these policy interventions [which has been 

implemented earlier] needs to be reviewed and refined and they have to 

be taken forward as another model. 

 

All participants, when talking about policy monitoring argued the need to build 

up the capacity of existing institutional mechanisms for monitoring policy 

outcomes and engaging in lesson learning. For example participant BVII.1 

opined:  

 

I have never really seen a study done on a policy and its actual 

outcome. We look at inputs. We have a policy, regulations, strategy. 

Those are all inputs. Those we monitor well. But the outcome of it—

has it resulted in improving what you were trying to improve—I don’t 

think that is being checked by anybody. 

 

In addition, indicating a need for better institutional capacity to enable adaptive 

decision making through policy learning, participant BIII.1 argued: 

 

Even now, there is no ‘policy unit’ in the Wildlife Department. It is 

necessary to have a policy unit because that is the one that monitors 

what is happening with the policy that is agreed or effected. Then they 

can revise or refine or change the policy as it goes along.  

 

These statements clearly indicate the importance of flexible policy and 

adaptiveness in setting up policy goals. In this regard, findings have indicated 
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the importance of policy learning through close monitoring of policy outcomes 

at the socio-ecological systems level. It is necessary to pay special attention to 

policy failures, as information about such failures is a valuable source that helps 

change, direct and guide future policies. Participants indicated that, in practice, 

attempts at adaptive management, which can be enabled through policy outcome 

monitoring, are virtually non-existent in Sri Lanka. Since Sri Lanka’s climate 

change policy arena is shown to be markedly deficient in monitoring of policy 

outcomes and lesson learning, there is a strong need to establish appropriate 

institutional mechanisms for monitoring of policy outcomes and enabling policy 

learning.  

Collaboration 

In addition to adaptive policy processes, participants identified the need for 

improved collaboration. In talking about formal coordinating bodies, participant 

AI.5 claimed that the existing coordination was ineffective:   

 

Coordination is a main issue. I think coordination is not sufficient. 

Though there are meetings, still things are not happening. Too many 

meetings but no appreciable results. 

 

Explaining effective collaboration, participant AI.8 in addressing the need for 

effective collaboration, called for an ‘optimal condition’: 

 

If you take agriculture, there are so many sectors: livestock, rural 

agriculture, rural industry, exports agriculture, floriculture etc., into 

which other sectors such as irrigation, insurance, land, trade and 

commerce, research, fertilizer and pesticide related institutions are 

added. So, all these should combine if there is to be adaptation within 

the agricultural sector. It is a major problem and a challenge. Each of 

them has different mandates. But if this could be done, then it is the 

optimal condition. 
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This point draws attention to several issues. First, the existing coordination 

mechanisms in Sri Lanka failed to enable effective collaboration. Second, 

ineffectiveness of horizontal collaboration amongst stakeholders had led key 

agencies to work in policy ‘silos’, as was also indicated earlier by the Participant 

from the Coast Conservation Department. This halfway condition, where there 

was a formal mechanism for coordination, but which was ineffective in enabling 

collaboration, appeared to be more damaging than an absolute lack of 

coordination. The reason is probably that policy actors who are expecting 

directions from the high level coordinating mechanisms to implement 

‘appropriate’ adaptation measures, receive none. As a result they resort to 

inaction or take action in a top-down manner that can lead to maladaptation. 

 

In addition to horizontal collaboration, lack of vertical collaboration was also 

seen by participants to be a primary feature of the policy arena of climate 

change adaptation policy. This indicated that the consequences of climate 

change related problems were being experienced both horizontally and 

vertically. Consequently, an appropriate climate change adaptation policy would 

need to facilitate concerted action from a multiplicity of sectors and levels.  

 

In response to the perceived lack of effective collaboration for addressing niche-

level problems, the importance of semi-formal mechanisms was revealed. Semi-

formal institutional mechanisms appeared to provide the impetus needed to 

promote niche-level innovations into the policy focus. Explaining the 

importance of semi-formal mechanisms participant AI.6 described a case study 

of a niche-level innovation. He talked of a case where an innovation that crossed 

the boundaries of two sectors – the agricultural sector and the irrigation sector, 

which he said were two distinct, closely guarded silos. Usually, sector 

boundaries were strictly maintained and projects or programs that overlap the 

boundaries were actively discouraged.  

 

In this case, a semi-formal mechanism – namely, the Symposium of Rice 

Research and Development Institute – allowed a venue for close collaboration of 

policy actors between the two sectors, enabling them to address common 

problems. The policy problem that was revealed at this Symposium by the 
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regional officers of the agriculture sector who work at grassroots level was that 

certain farmer communities suffered due to drought induced losses to their 

paddy crops. In addressing this problem, the issue for the irrigation sector was 

lack of water to supply farmer communities and the issue for the agriculture 

sector was extremely poor paddy harvests due to unexpected droughts during the 

growth phase of the plant.  

 

The collaboration between the two sectors gave rise to a solution, where 

participant AI.6 from the irrigation sector requested the researchers at the Rice 

Research and Development Institution to recommend a seed-paddy variety with 

a shorter growth period, so that the water supply held by the irrigation tanks in 

the area could be maximised during this period. Explaining how such 

collaborative action could take place, the participant state: 

 

The Rice Research and Development Institute in Bathalegoda holds a 

symposium once in 10 years. Usually their concerns are pest and 

disease, strength of the plant, etc. But I was there at the year 2000 

symposium and talked about water issues. Up to then, farmers were 

given rice varieties had not matched water availability. At the 

symposium, I talked about this and we decided to find paddy varieties 

to match the duration of water availability or to suit water issues. It was 

decided to go for ultra-short-term varieties. This effort was very 

successful.  

 

Participant AI.6 claimed that this experiment – a niche-level innovation – was 

successful and that farmer communities accepted the new paddy variety, even 

though it had a lower yield, because its shorter growth phase reduced the risk of 

crop failure due to drought. Another point that is evident from the above 

example is that semi-formal mechanisms were considered useful in allowing 

cross-sectoral interventions, unlike the sector-specific, silo-like nature of formal 

mechanisms.  

 

This case study indicated the importance of inter-sectoral collaboration to be 

enabled through appropriate mechanisms in facing challenges caused by climate 
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change impacts. It is notable that the formal National Coordinating Committee 

for Climate Change did not become involved directly in enabling this 

intervention for climate change adaptation. However, being a member of the 

formal institutional mechanism, participant AI.6 was able to procure and direct 

resources needed for the experiment. This case indicates the need for effective 

mechanisms to support niche-level innovations.  

 

More importantly, niche-level innovations need to be based on the needs and 

aspirations of grassroots level communities who are at the receiving end of 

climate change impacts. The above case explained by participant AI.6 indicated 

that regional officers working at grassroots level were able to understand a 

policy problem of the community.  

 

Talking of appropriate climate change adaptation, participant BV.1, too, 

supported the importance of community participation in facilitating and 

protecting niche-level innovations:   

 

In attempting policy on climate change adaptation, what we need is the 

creation of a policy dialogue for adaptation among communities. 

 

Unlike the formal policy level coordinating mechanisms, semi-formal 

mechanisms can bring together niche-level practitioners, research staff and 

policy makers to collaborate in a deliberative manner. This can provide fertile 

grounds for holistic, cross-sectoral innovations, thereby overcoming systemic 

resistance to innovations that are different from the status quo.  

 

It is also clear that such semi-formal mechanisms can work as platforms on 

which policy entrepreneurs, if they are present in such mechanisms, can enable 

new policy interventions. It has been shown that the formal coordinating 

mechanisms have not allowed policy entrepreneurs to support innovative 

solutions, if these innovations were not aligned with the status quo. In other 

words, compared with the capacity of semi-formal institutional mechanisms to 

generate niche-level innovations, the capacity of formal, centralised 
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governmental coordination through the National Climate Change Steering 

Committee to enable niche-level innovations, appears to be limited.  

 

Based on interview data discussed so far, the first column in Table 9.1 indicates 

deficiencies of existing formal coordinating mechanisms in Sri Lanka, and the 

second column presents characteristics of a more collaborative hypothetical 

mechanism, which is semi-formal in nature. 

 

This ‘Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism’ can resolve many of the problems 

and gaps identified above. First, a combination of the existing formal and the 

semi-formal mechanisms can solve systemic deficiencies that prevent system 

renewal and reorganisation, nurturing of diversity and, more importantly, niche-

level innovations. Second, the proposed mechanism can enable adaptive co-

management. In addition to these benefits, this mechanism is presented as part 

of the policy process model proposed for the formulation of an appropriate 

adaptation policy, as will be discussed in Chapter 11. 
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Table 9.1 Comparison of characteristics of existing formal mechanisms in Sri Lanka with a hypothetical semi-formal mechanism  

Formal mechanism for coordination Semi-formal collaboration 

A top-bureaucracy centred approach A bottom-up approach 

Governed by top policy makers who represent absentees  Brings together ground level practitioners and other stakeholders 

Made up of a hierarchical structure that demands coordination, 

but does not allow opportunities for collaboration 

Made up of a flat structure that provides a level-ground for 

collaboration at formal and informal level 

Does not give direction for action Provides clear directions for action in an adaptive manner. 

Embedded in the status quo and mainstream. Therefore highly 

conservative and protective of the status quo. 

Can be innovative and radical. Not protective of the status quo. 

Defensive of earlier initiatives and therefore failures are not 

allowed to be brought to the table. 

Open to bring up and evaluate failures in the field for lesson 

drawing 

Having pre-fixed goals and objectives, does not support adaptive 

decisions 

Open to change goals in an adaptive, radical and innovative 

manner 

Looks down from a central perspective and relies predominantly 

on expert knowledge 

Takes ground level experiences to consideration 

Does not facilitate policy entrepreneurship and consider them a 

threat to the stability of the existing regime. 

Allows policy entrepreneurs to use policy windows  

Can allow opportunities for monitoring policy outputs The informal nature does not allow opportunity for monitoring of 

long term policy outputs 

Opens a broad-based stakeholder platform  Opens a platform with stakeholders limited to one or two areas 
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Figure 9.1 The Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism for climate change adaptation 
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Conclusion 

The present political economy of Sri Lanka, as discussed in Chapter 8, signifies 

that an accelerated growth-oriented developmental trajectory is being followed, 

which is strongly supported by dominant political interests. However, the 

associated dependency development drive and the trickle-down approach do not 

provide conditions conducive to climate change adaptation. The commitment to 

maximise economic growth, irrespective of long-term socio-ecological 

consequences, is leading to enhanced social and environmental problems and thus 

increasing climate change vulnerability.  

 

In this thesis, I argue that appropriate climate change adaptation cannot be 

achieved through the dominant paradigm, which is oriented towards maximising 

economic growth. This situation provides a clear requirement to reconceptualise 

climate change adaptation, based on enhanced adaptive capacities of socio-

ecological systems. Since the dominant paradigm is deficient in enhancing 

adaptive capacities of socio-ecological systems, fundamental changes or system 

transitions are called for.  

 

In seeking system transitions, a national climate change adaptation policy thus 

needs to focus on enabling three factors. The first is system renewal and 

reorganisation. This requires policy learning enabled through accessing and 

assimilating community knowledges, skills and aspirations. It also requires social 

learning, by means of community engagement and the horizontal movement and 

policy input of community knowledge and experience. In enabling policy 

learning and social learning, it requires institutional structures that can reach 

grassroots levels. The thesis proposes the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism to 

achieve these objectives. 

 

The second factor involves nurturing system diversity and promoting diverse 

livelihoods and alternative developmental pathways, as climate change can 

adversely affect existing livelihoods. As communities that are highly vulnerable 
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to climate change are often highly dependent on natural resources, it is imperative 

that the natural resource base be protected. Place-based, targeted interventions 

that seek to address grassroots level issues and problems are of immense 

importance in nurturing diversity within socio-ecological systems. 

 

The third factor is niche-level innovations, which are extremely important for 

system transitions. Niche-level innovations seek to address a deficiency that the 

current regime cannot resolve. Since the dominant paradigm strongly resists 

niche-level innovations, appropriate climate change adaptation policy needs to 

seek deviation from the dominant regime. Niche-level innovations can be 

initiated only when there is head-room for the innovations to occur.  

 

Finally, to enable system transitions, climate change adaptation policy needs to 

follow an adaptive co-management approach. The existing formal institutional 

mechanism appears to be unsuitable for effective collaboration for enabling 

system renewal and reorganisation, nurturing diversity and promoting niche-level 

innovation. Therefore, an integrated mechanism is proposed that can augment the 

existing formal mechanism, thereby providing the required impetus for system 

transitions.   

 

In the next chapter I shall explore adaptation-relevant policy in the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) region. Based on this, I shall 

attempt to draw lessons on how Sri Lanka might pursue an effective climate 

change adaptation policy.   
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     Climate change adaptation 

in the SAARC Region: Lesson drawing 

Introduction 

 Chapter 10 attempts to draw lessons on appropriate climate change adaptation 

policies adopted in neighbouring countries in the South Asian Association for 

Regional Cooperation (SAARC). This information is expected to assist in 

answering Research Question 2, which attempts to understand how Sri Lanka can 

best adapt to climate change.  

 

Where a SAARC country had a specific policy or a strategy that focuses on 

climate change adaptation itself, it was considered in the analysis. In the absence 

of specific policy or strategy on climate change adaptation, overall policy on 

climate change was examined.   

 

Some countries in the region including India and Nepal have formulated specific 

National Climate Change Policies, which are examined here. Pakistan’s Cabinet 

too has recently adopted a new climate change policy, but this document could 

not be obtained despite the many attempts of the researcher to do so. Other 

countries in the region are yet to develop explicit policies or strategies on climate 

change adaptation or even on climate change. However, most countries have 

some kind of national level direction on adapting to climate change. For example, 

most of the so-called Least Developed Countries and Small Island Developing 

States (LDCs and SIDS) have formulated National Adaptation Programs of 

Action (NAPA’s). A NAPA is a mechanism established through the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which attempts 

to provide financial assistance for LDCs to determine and implement prioritised 

programs that help LDCs address their most pressing climate change related 

issues. Out of the seven countries in the South Asian region, four have been 

eligible to develop NAPAs: Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Bhutan and the Maldives. 
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Some of the NAPA documents (those of Afghanistan, Bangladesh and the 

Maldives) have set out climate change adaptation policy to a certain extent, while 

Bhutan’s mentions project proposal that seek funds, as against indicating a policy 

direction. Therefore, the NAPA of Bhutan is not examined here, as it does not 

provide information for a meaningful analysis of the country’s national 

adaptation policy.  

 

As the theoretical framework set out in Chapter 4 indicated, appropriate climate 

change adaptation is best enabled through system transitions. In line with this, 

Chapter 9 indicated that system transitions to higher adaptive capacity could be 

facilitated when an adaptation policy can allow opportunities for renewal and 

reorganisation of the system; diverse options within the system; and niche-level 

innovations. Therefore, this chapter will first investigate whether the policy 

direction ingrained in relevant SAARC policy documents is conducive for system 

transitions to higher adaptive capacity. Next an attempt will be made to examine 

the governance arrangements proposed by the policies, so as to determine their 

capacity to enable an adaptive-co-management approach, identified as 

appropriate in Chapter 9. 

 

Criteria used to determine the policy capacity for system renewal and 

reorganisation, nurturing of diversity and niche-level innovations are indicated in 

the first three columns of Table 10.1. The last two columns of the same table 

indicate criteria used to determine the policy capacity for adaptive decision 

making, broad-based collaboration and policy integration  
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Table 10.1Criteria used to assess policy capacity for system transitions and adaptive co-management 

Renewal and 

Reorganisation 

Nurturing of diversity Niche-level 

innovation 

Adaptive decision 

making 

Broad-based 

collaboration 

& integration 

Policy learning  

- community knowledges  

- outcomes of past policy 

Concern for livelihood 

diversification 

Deviation from the 

neoliberal dominate 

paradigm of economic 

growth 

Adherence to fixed goals 

and targets  

GDP growth) 

Facilitation of horizontal 

integration  

Social learning  

- outcomes of past policy 

- community based 

knowledges 

Promotion of alternative 

developmental pathways 

Focus on sustainability 

transitions  

Existence of monitoring 

mechanisms that allow 

policy learning  

 

Facilitation of vertical 

integration  

Availability of institutional 

structures to reach 

grassroots levels 

Protection of the natural 

resources base 

Facilitation of 

development of social 

capital 

Capacity to allow 

collaborative 

participation  

Place-based interventions 

developed closer to target 

communities 

Focus on ‘hard 

adaptation’, which 

eliminates ‘head-room’ for 

innovations 

 



269 

 

As shown in Table 10.1, three important criteria signify policy capacity to enable 

system renewal and reorganisation. The first is the inclination of the policy to 

access and use community-based knowledges and experiences for policy 

learning. The second is the enabling of downward flow of policy information 

seeking social learning. Third, and a prerequisite to achieve both of the above, is 

the availability of institutional structures that can facilitate two-way flow of 

information.  

 

Four criteria were used to determine policy capacity to nurture diversity within 

the socio-ecological system: the policy’s focus on livelihood diversification; its 

drive to promote alternative developmental pathways; its commitment to protect 

the natural resource base; and finally, its inclination to enable place-based 

interventions. Another four criteria are used to explore policy capacity to 

encourage and support niche-level innovations: the policy’s tendency to deviate 

from the dominant paradigm derived status quo, which seeks accelerated 

economic growth; its concern for socio-ecological sustainability; its 

predisposition towards cultivating social capital; and its preference for hard-

adaptation, which can eliminate ‘head-room’ for innovations.  

 

In understanding the capacity of SAARC regional policies to enable adaptive co-

management, their capacity for adaptive decision making, and their inclination 

towards broad-based collaboration and policy integration, are examined. In 

understanding the capacity for adaptive decision making, two criteria are used: 

first, the policy’s adherence to fixed goals and targets such as GDP growth; and 

second, the availability of monitoring mechanisms that allow policy failures to be 

analyesd, thus setting the ground for reflexivity and policy learning.  

 

In examining the policy capacity for enabling broad-based collaboration and 

policy integration, three criteria are used: the extent to which the policy facilitates 

first, horizontal and second, vertical policy integration; and the existence of 

mechanisms that allow collaborative participation rather than mere symbolic 

forms of participation.  
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Next, as a preamble to the examination of climate change adaptation policy 

direction, Table 10.2 indicates the status of each SAARC country on the basis of 

its Human Development Index (HDI). The HDI is used by the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP) to rank the developmental status of 187 countries 

in the world. The HDI uses criteria that indicate country’s capacity to enable long 

and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living. For 

comparative purposes, statistics of SAARC countries are compared with those of 

Norway and Australia, two countries with highest HDI.  

 

These statistics help to understand present vulnerabilities and challenges in facing 

climate change impacts at a broad level. However the data presented is at an 

aggregate level, which may not indicate the specific issues and problems faced by 

communities, given that aggregate statistics often mask grassroots level issues 

(see Chapter 8).  
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        Table 10.2 Human Development Index statistics of SAARC: A comparison with world top ranking countries 

Country Expenditur

e on public 

health  

(% of GDP) 

Expenditure 

on public 

education 

(% of GDP) 

GDP 

 PPP  

(International  

$) 

Gender 

Inequality 

Index31 

MPI32   

(% of 

Population) 

Env. 

Performance 

Index33 

Impacts of 

natural 

disaster: 

population 

affected 

(average/ 

year/ million 

people) 

HDI 

rank 

Norway 7.5 6.8 47,676 0.075 n.a 81.1 33 1 

Australia 6.0 4.5 34,259 0.136 n.a 65.7 1,378 2 

Afghanistan 1.8 1.9 1,200 0.707 n.a n.a 9.799 172 

Bangladesh 1.1 2.4 1,286 0.550 57.8 44.0 47,203 146 

Bhutan 3.3 4.8 4,643 0.495 27.2 68.0 0 141 

India 1.1 3.1 2,993 0.617 53.7 48.3 41,245 134 

Maldives 6.4 11.2 4,972 0.320 5.2 65.9 522 109 

Nepal 2.0 4.6 1,049 0.558 64.7 68.2 9,738 157 

Source: Drawn from United Nations (2011a)

                                                 
31 Gender Equality Index: Ranks countries on a scale of  0 to 1. A country ranked at 0, indicate equality between males and females. A composite measure 

reflecting inequality in achievements between women and men in three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market UNDP, 2011: 142). 
 
32 Percentage of Population in Multidimensional Poverty:  Identifies multiple deprivations in health (nutrition and child mortality), education (years of schooling 

and children enrolled) and standard of living (use of cooking fuel, toilets, water, electricity, floor and Assets (UNDP, 2011: 167). 
 
33 Environmental Performance Index: Rates countries on a scale of 1 to 100. Uses 25 performance indicators across 10 policy categories covering both 

environmental public health and ecosystem vitality (UNDP, 2011: 149). 
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National Adaptation Program of Action of Afghanistan 

Afghanistan is highly vulnerable to climate change. A dearth of water, degraded 

watersheds and desertification heightens existing and potential impacts of climate 

change, which further challenges already extremely vulnerable communities in 

Afghanistan. With a population of over 13 million, Afghanistan has a GDP (PPP) of 

1,200 in international dollar units. According to statistics presented in Table 10.2, 

Afghanistan has the lowest HDI in the region indicating that socio-ecological 

systems are highly vulnerable to climate change. Though a member country of the 

SAARC region, Afghanistan is topographically, climatically and socio-culturally 

different to Sri Lanka. For example, extremely arid and semi-arid regions or severe 

winters and summer temperatures common to Afghanistan are not seen in tropical 

Sri Lanka. The NAPA of Afghanistan was prepared in 2009 (United Nations, 

2011b), and the following analysis investigates its capacity to enable appropriate 

adaptation to climate change. 

Commitment to enhance adaptive capacity 

The focus on renewal and reorganisation is evident in Afghanistan’s NAPA’s key 

vision to ‘increase awareness amongst all stakeholders of the effects of climate 

change and climate variability on their lives and to develop specific activities that 

build capacity to respond to current and future climate change threats’ (National 

Environmental Protection Agency, Afghanistan, 2009: 71).  

 

As more than 70% of Afghanistan’s population live in rural areas and 80% of the 

community are engaged in natural resource based livelihoods. This makes 

Afghanistan highly vulnerable to drought. As indicated in Table 10.2, high levels of 

gender inequality and low attention for improvement of education and healthcare 

services in Afghanistan can further aggravate vulnerabilities of communities to 

climate change impacts (United Nations, 2011b).  

 

In line with this, NAPA advocates the establishment of institutional structures that 

can reach grassroots levels in the form of Community Development Councils. 
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Several community level projects are currently being implemented through these 

councils, indicating a focus on community based adaptation and working closer to 

the vulnerable communities.  

 

It is not clear, however, whether policy learning is enabled through these 

community- based projects, as they appear to be one-off interventions, rather than 

adaptive ones. However, the NAPA shows an inclination to enable social learning 

by perusing successful practices from similar communities and considering their 

promotion in other regions. For example, it expects to improve water management in 

targeted areas utilising information obtained from neighbouring communities, who 

have carried out similar activities. It is expected that such information crossover will 

enable better knowledge and opportunities to allow enhanced adaptive capacities 

within socio-ecological systems.   

 

Nurturing diversity also appears important for Afghanistan as a country highly 

vulnerable to desertification (Hassanyar, 1977). According to the NAPA, 

Afghanistan has historically experienced drought in 15-year cycles, but since 1960, 

these extreme events have been more frequent and intense. The NAPA says that 

these events are widespread phenomena and that ‘the livelihoods of millions of rural 

people, mainly in the north, west and central regions of Afghanistan, were severely 

marginalized’ (National Environmental Protection Agency, Afghanistan, 2009: 66). 

Therefore, the need for livelihood diversification appears to play a key role in 

Afghan’s adaptation policy. For example, the NAPA says that droughts make it 

impossible for communities to continue with traditional livelihoods associated with 

farming and grazing. In response to  threats of climate change and desertification, 

Afghan communities have diverted from their traditional agricultural production by 

resorting to the growing of opium illicitly, since opium can thrive with less water 

and high aridity (Koehler & Zürcher, 2005; Byrd, 2008). This indicates the capacity 

of communities to engage autonomously in livelihood diversification when climate 

change impacts become overwhelming, however dubious they may seem to others. 

 

The NAPA indicates that the national guidance for climate change adaptation is not 

merely economic growth. Rather, the NAPA is more focused on enhancing the 

adaptive capacities of highly vulnerable communities. In doing so, it indicates that 
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climate change adaptation in Afghanistan shows a marked inclination towards 

promoting alternative developmental pathways for communities, especially for those 

who are highly vulnerable to climate change (Alim, 2006; Ward, Amer & Ziaee, 

2012).  

 

Natural resources and biodiversity are identified as of high importance in adapting to 

climate change (National Environmental Protection Agency, Afghanistan, 2009). 

The NAPA identifies the cost of on-going degradation of natural resources, 

especially with regard to increasing rates of desertification The NAPA identifies the 

cost of on-going degradation of natural resources, especially with regard to 

increasing rates of desertification (Kanderian, Lawson & Zahler, 2011). As evident 

by its requirement to establish better water management practices as a top priority 

action, Afghanistan shows a strong regard for the protection of its natural resources.  

 

The Afghanistan NAPA also indicates that the national guidance for climate change 

adaptation is not dominated by economic growth. The focus on the status of human 

development rather than on the growth of GDP indicates NAPA’s need to deviate 

from the dominant paradigm. Rather, the NAPA is more focused on enhancing the 

adaptive capacities of highly vulnerable communities. In doing so, it suggests that 

climate change adaptation in Afghanistan shows a marked inclination towards 

promoting alternative developmental pathways for communities, especially for those 

highly vulnerable to climate change (Alim, 2006). As such, NAPA’s vision shows a 

tendency to enable place-based interventions to be developed closer to communities 

which will be highly impacted. This is indicated by the second of the two visions of 

the NAPA, which is to ‘develop specific activities that build capacity to respond to 

current and future climate change threats’ (National Environmental Protection 

Agency, Afghanistan, 2009: 71). In line with this vision, the NAPA attempts to 

address food security issues that are inevitable with climate change, through targeted 

interventions. For example, it seeks to implement place-based and context specific 

activities such as promoting household level industries; including chicken farms, 

beekeeping and silk farms, and developing market potential for agricultural products 

from rural areas. 
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Though the NAPA seeks to enhance capacities of communities, socio-cultural 

practices that marginalise women and children, can further aggravate susceptibility 

to climate change induced extreme events, as well as to the impacts of climate 

variability. Under these conditions, it is not surprising that most adaptation programs 

are intended for building capacity and increasing awareness at the local level, since 

these communities may lack formal education. Such programmes can be conducive 

to enhancing the social capital of the country as required to enable niche-level 

innovations. The inclination to promote sustainability-oriented interventions is 

evident by its drive to implement novel forest management and afforestation 

projects, indicating the need to identify innovative ways to conserve land and water 

resources (Ahmadsad, Wais, Hoppenheit & Sadr, 1998; Saidajan, 2012). However, 

though the NAPA favours niche-level innovations, it does not identify any 

mechanism to enable these innovations. Even though it instigates the establishment 

and operationalisation of Community Development Councils, which appear to be an 

appropriate grassroots level mechanism, these councils are not tied to niche-level 

innovations, as evident by their focus on information dissemination and awareness 

creation activities.    

Adaptive co-management approach 

The Afghanistan NAPA does not attempt to fix goals, but on the negative side, nor 

does it appear adaptive. For example, policy monitoring is not enabled through 

identification of indicators for policy outcomes. The document clearly identifies 

there is a serious lack of capacity for policy monitoring and evaluation, which is 

needed for policy learning. The NAPA does, however, indicate a drive towards 

horizontal collaboration with sectoral agencies, but it is deficient in policy 

integration on a vertical scale and in recognising the need for empowerment of 

vulnerable sectors of society by provision of roads, health care, education and 

electricity (National Environmental Protection Agency, Afghanistan, 2009). It also 

advocates systems of governance that better allow decision-making at community 

and village levels, thereby indicating broad-based collaboration in decision-making. 

However, the NAPA fails to identify mechanisms for vertical coordination, which 

can undermine the effectiveness of interventions attempted through the NAPA.  
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In summary, the NAPA indicates a certain capacity for enabling system transitions 

towards higher adaptive capacity. It is somewhat effective in enabling system 

renewal and reorganisation. It promotes community-based interventions and 

encourages the establishment of institutional structure that reach the grassroots level. 

However, these structures are not geared to drive niche-level innovations, and a 

deficiency is signalled in an overly top-down, technocratic approach leading to a 

lack of capacity to allow effective policy learning.  

  

The NAPA is also effective in nurturing diversity within socio-ecological systems. It 

does not itself seek to diversify livelihoods, but identifies the need for it by 

indicating that certain communities themselves have diverted from traditional crops. 

Alternative development pathways are sought actively and place-based interventions 

are strongly encouraged. The NAPA of Afghanistan also prioritises the protection of 

the natural resource bases as required to encourage diverse options among socio-

ecological systems. The NAPA is inclined towards niche-level innovations, for 

example by deviating from the growth oriented developmental paradigm. While it 

indicates an inclination towards enhancing social capital, it also indicates strong 

socio-cultural barriers that are difficult to override, which can hinder niche-level 

innovations in practice. The NAPA favours collaborative decision-making but is 

deficient in being adaptive. Despite having formulated the NAPA in 2009, 

Afghanistan has not made progress towards a national policy or a strategy in 

adapting to climate change. The country’s commitment or progress in enhancing 

adaptive capacity of communities therefore cannot be determined conclusively.   

National Program of Action of Bangladesh 

Bangladesh is the most vulnerable country in the world to the impacts of tropical 

cyclones and one of the six most vulnerable to adverse impacts of floods (Brouwer, 

Akter, Brander & Haque, 2007). The country is also continuously threatened by 

storm surges and droughts. In addition to its proneness for extreme events, two 

thirds of Bangladesh lies less than 5 metres above sea level and the majority of 

rivers flowing from the Himalayas reach the sea through Bangladesh.  
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Bangladesh has a GDP (PPP) of 1,280 in international dollar units and a MPI of 

57.8% indicating very high levels of poverty. Bangladesh developed its NAPA in 

2005 and in 2008 developed the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action 

Plan (Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of Peoples' Republic of 

Bangladesh, 2009). This was upgraded in 2009 to provide a stronger thrust towards 

eradicating poverty, understandably since there are more than 50 million people 

living in poverty (Ministry of Environment and Forests, (Government of Peoples' 

Republic of Bangladesh, 2009). While the NAPA is a document that seeks funds for 

project level activities, the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan 

(BCCSAP) provides more policy oriented information. The BSSCAP seeks to face 

the challenges imposed by climate change and extreme events, which have become 

day-to-day events in the life of Bangladesh communities. As such, the BCCSAP 

might provide a comprehensive approach for enhancing the adaptive capacities of 

socio-ecological systems.  

Commitment to enhance adaptive capacity 

In creating opportunities for system renewal and reorganisation, the BSSCAP 

attempts to work closely with communities impacted by climate change. For 

example, it wants to ‘undertake climate change investments with communities’, to 

ensure proposed interventions meet community needs and aspirations. Thus the 

BCCSAP seeks to facilitate policy learning through communities and building up 

the knowledge base on local problems and issues (Ministry of Environment and 

Forests, Government of Peoples' Republic of Bangladesh, 2009: 19). 

 

The flexible policy approaches advocated by the BSSCAP are important in nurturing 

system diversity. These approaches are clearly geared to enhance the availability of 

diverse livelihood options for communities, which at present are solely dependent on 

agriculture, a livelihood that is open to devastation by any increased intensity and 

frequency of floods. For example, the BCCSAP seeks to design and operate fishery 

culture programs in flood stricken areas. This indicates an attempt to secure 

livelihoods for communities impacted by climate change. Such multi-purpose 

interventions that attempt to nurture diverse livelihoods as well as promote food 

security are appropriate in enabling system transitions (Ayers, 2011). These 
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interventions illustrate the BSSCAP’s dedication to understand and promote 

community practices that have been used traditionally in certain regions of the 

country.  

 

The BCCSAP, however, does not proclaim any interventions for protecting the 

country’s natural resource base, except to mention that the government’s election 

manifesto has identified protection of natural resource as important. Similar to other 

developing countries in its region, Bangladesh also seeks accelerated economic 

growth (Alauddin & Tisdell, 1998). However, the policy says precautions will be 

taken to avoid paying ‘the harsh environmental price most developing countries 

have paid in the pursuit of growth’. This indicates BCCSAP’s awareness of the need 

for rich and diverse ecological stocks and flows so as to enable transitions to socio-

ecological sustainability.  

 

Further, the BSSCAP indicates its capacity to facilitate sustainability transitions, for 

example, by its attempts to determine innovative solutions suited for the country’s 

changing socio-economic patterns and unpredictable hydrological conditions. In its 

attempt to facilitate place based-interventions the BCCSAP seeks to implement 

community-based adaptation programs in highly vulnerable regions. It is expected 

that these interventions will strengthen vulnerable target group communities to adapt 

to climate change impacts. For example, the BSSCAP identifies the importance of 

identifying climate resilient, locally improved cultivars and newly developed 

varieties. It also recognises the need to upgrade existing programs at the community 

level through targeted research, thereby indicating an inclination towards co-

evolution with changing socio-ecological conditions. 

 

The BCCSAP attempts to trigger niche-level innovations. It understands that the 

losses to GDP through climate change related impacts would grow in parallel with 

the GDP growth of the country. In response, rather than seeking to further accelerate 

GDP growth, policy is concerned about the need to enhance the adaptive capacity of 

communities within their social, ecological and economic systems. This indicates a 

deviation from the dominant growth-orientated paradigm. 
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Indicating its focus on niche-level innovations, Bangladesh attempts to ‘identify or 

develop innovative production means for mulching, water management, poly-

tunnelling and raised bed practices’, which demonstrates an inclination towards 

encouraging and supporting niche-level innovations (Ministry of Environment and 

Forests,  Government of Peoples' Republic of Bangladesh, 2009:34). The policy also 

integrates a multiplicity of levels and multiple administrative systems so as to focus 

on community level interventions. It thus places an emphasis on the development of 

social capital in facing challenges posed by climate change. Through all these means 

and through its focus on vulnerable communities, the policy indicates its capacity to 

enable system transitions to gain higher adaptive capacity. 

 

The BSSCAP clearly does not try to eliminate ‘head-room’ for innovations. Its 

interventions on establishing hard structures are derived through serious 

contemplation of extreme conditions that communities face. For example, it 

recommends developing essential infrastructures such as cyclone shelters on the 

basis of innovations that have been developed using indigenous knowledge. It has 

only a limited focus on expert driven hard engineering solutions, but attempts 

predominantly to promote a diversity of options that are flexible and allow 

communities head-room for creating niche-level innovations. 

 

Adaptive co-management approach 

The specific need for adaptive decision-making is not clearly expressed in the 

BCCSAP, though the policy shows a high level of flexibility and reflexivity. For 

example, the BCCSAP does not envisage that absolute GDP growth alone can 

reduce the vulnerability of communities to climate change impacts. Rather, it 

focuses on seeking flexible and appropriate solutions that reflect community 

demands and aspirations in addressing problems that arise out of climate variability 

and extreme events.  

 

The current BCCSAP is an update of the BCCSAP of 2008. The formulation process 

for the new BCCSAP reviewed the earlier policies and so appears to have had a 

reflexive element. Though it is claimed that the new BCCSAP has been based on 
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policy learning from earlier interventions, the time allocated for implementation of 

BCCSAP 2008 has been too short to allow for monitoring and evaluation of policy 

outcomes. Thus, even though adaptivenss and policy learning is implied, in reality 

the policy process may be deficient in this regard.  

 

Horizontal collaboration is a strong point in the BCCSAP. It has a strong drive to 

integrate climate change adaptation horizontally within a multiplicity of sectors 

(Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of Peoples' Republic of 

Bangladesh, 2009: 19). The BSSCAP identifies several ‘pillars’ for building 

adaptive capacity and the resilience of the country to face challenges of climate 

change. These pillars are food protection, social security and health, comprehensive 

disaster management, infrastructure management, research and knowledge 

management, and infrastructure development. This indicates that the health, 

agriculture, fishery and livestock sectors are expected to work in a synchronised 

manner in ensuring the wellbeing of communities most vulnerable to climate change 

impacts.  

 

In its attempt to achieve food protection, social security and health, the BSSCAP has 

managed to avoid the policy level reluctance to undertake adaptation measures based 

on uncertainty of climate change. It has done this by obtaining strong political 

support for the policy (Brouwer et al., 2009: Burton, 2008). This has been achieved 

by portraying recent catastrophes and providing information regarding economic 

losses associated with them (Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of 

Peoples' Republic of Bangladesh, 2009: 4-17). This indicates that the BSSCAP is 

not simply a bureaucratic driven process, but an attempt to obtain political support 

for real interventions for climate change.  

 

Another example where the BCCSAP seeks sectoral collaboration is its attempt to 

work in close collaboration with the flood disaster management program (Ministry 

of Environment and Forests, Government of Peoples' Republic of Bangladesh, 2009: 

19). As indicated earlier, the BCCSAP indicates the requirement to establish food 

and livelihood security of flood-impacted communities through establishing cage 

cultures of fish in areas no longer suitable for conventional agricultural practices.  
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Vertical collaboration, however, is not so clear in the BCCSAP. The policy indicates 

the need to mainstream climate change adaptation at local government level, but it 

does not allocate clear responsibilities or commitments for sub-national level 

agencies. As indicated earlier, the policy is emphatic in seeking community 

participation and horizontal and vertical level collaborations, but as there are no 

institutional mechanism for this purpose the BSSCAP at this point in time lacks 

serious engagement in enabling vertical collaboration and policy integration. 

 

In summary, the BSSCAP indicates an inclination towards an adaptive capacity 

enhancement approach. However, the BSSCAP is deficient in not seeking to enable 

system renewal and reorganisation despite its rhetoric on community based 

knowledges, as it does not seek to establish institutional mechanisms that can reach 

the grassroots level. There is a strong thrust in nurturing diversity within socio-

ecological systems. Though not strong on protecting the natural resource base, the 

BSSCAP seeks to promote alternative developmental pathways and attempts 

livelihood diversification for communities impacted by climate change. Place-based 

interventions are also promoted through the BCCSAP’s willingness to nurture 

diverse options. Finally, niche-level innovations are a high priority in the BSSCAP 

as it attempts to deviate somewhat from the dominant paradigm and the status quo. 

It actively seeks sustainability transitions and facilitates the development of social 

capital as important in adapting to climate change. While the BSSCAP is prepared to 

establish essential infrastructure to protect communities from the worst impacts of 

climate change, it does not seek to eliminate head-room for niche-level innovations.  

National Action Plan on Climate Change of India 

India is the largest country in the SAARC region and has a population of over 1.3 

billion. Around 52% of the labour force in India is employed in agriculture and 

natural resource related sectors, so that there are more than 600 million people 

directly or indirectly supported by agriculture-based livelihoods. The literacy rate in 

India is around 74% and the inflation rate is 194.5. India has a GDP (PPP) of 2993 

in international dollar units and a MPI 53.7%. Being an extremely fast growing 

economy at this time, India’s National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC), 
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has attached much importance to mitigation of climate change. However, its eight 

mission statements indicate considerable opportunities for effective adaptation as 

well.  

Commitment to enhance adaptive capacity 

India seeks to promote its developmental objectives ‘while seeking co-benefits for 

addressing climate change effectively’ (Government of India, n.d: 2). The NAPCC 

also claims to address climate change vulnerabilities through poverty eradication. 

This is because it claims that reducing vulnerability to climate change requires ‘large 

scale investment in infrastructure, technology and access to energy’. As such, the 

policy presumes that economic growth is the essential prerequisite for effective 

adaptation to climate change (Sudhirendar, 2008). This indicates an economic 

growth centred vulnerability-based approach, rather than a focus on building up the 

adaptive capacity of socio-ecological systems (Rosencranz, Singh & Pais, 2009-

2010).  

 

System renewal and reorganisation are marginally reflected in the NAPCC. For 

example, it says that agricultural systems at the local level will be supported by 

‘convergence and integration of traditional knowledge and practice systems, 

information technology, geospatial technologies and biotechnology’ (Government of 

India, n.d: 5). However, it needs to better support social mobilisation and policy 

learning based on traditional knowledges and local practices (Ramanjaneyulu & 

Kuruganti, 2009; Murthy, Rakesh & Ravindranath, 2011: 173). 

 

The NAPCC does not take a socio-ecological systems approach nor consider highly 

vulnerable systems (Rosencranz et al., 2009-2010). An exception is the management 

of the Himalayan ecosystem. Here the NAPCC seeks broad-based community 

involvement. In this example, communities are encouraged to participate in a 

number of interventions, through incentives for protection and enhancement of the 

stability of this fragile ecosystem. This initiative fosters a strong participatory 

approach as well as opportunities for social and institutional policy learning.  
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The NAPCC indicates the existence of institutional structures to reach the grassroots 

level, however, the policy does not provide directly for them or allocate 

responsibilities for implementing grassroots level climate change adaptation. On the 

positive side, there is a strong thrust for collecting and disseminating climate change 

related information through academic and research communities. However, it does 

not attempt acquisition of local knowledge as required for good policy learning 

(Rosencranz et al., 2009-2010).  

 

On the negative side too, the NAPCC does not seek to diversify livelihoods of 

communities, which are highly vulnerable to climate change. Alternative 

developmental pathways are promoted through the NAPCC targeting mitigation, but 

not through adaptation. For example, policy encourages low-emission technologies 

for industrial development at grassroots level industries. However, more positively, 

through one of its missions for ‘enhancing energy efficiency’, the NAPCC does seek 

to encourage small-scale industries to enhance the productive capacity of 

communities in a place-based manner, and although they work indirectly, such 

interventions can result in enhanced adaptive capacity. 

 

Protection of natural resources is sought through the NAPCC, as indicated by its 

focus on forestry, but only because the NAPCCC sees forests as carbon sinks 

(Government of India, n.d: 5). However, through re-forestry programs the NAPCCC 

expects to preserve the ecological balance and maintain biodiversity in an indirect 

manner. Alternatively, this policy direction might also lead the country to harvest 

mature forests slow in growth and carbon capture and sequestration, so as to replant 

varieties of trees that can sequester carbon at faster rates. Even when NAPCCC 

seeks to implement mechanisms such as REDD+34 and conserve the existing forests, 

still the key objective appears to be financial growth, rather than a requirement to 

nurture the diversity within socio-ecological systems (Equations, 2011).  

 

                                                 
34  REDD+ is a strategy that goes beyond deforestation and forest degradation, and include the role 

of conservation, sustainable management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in 

reducing emissions (UN REDD Program, 2009: http://www.un-redd.org/ UNREDD Program/ 

FAQs/tabid/586/ language/en-US/Default.aspx). 
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The NAPCCC’s policy direction also does not attempt nurturing of diverse 

opportunities. This is evident when the NAPCCC cautions against uncertainties 

associated with climate change. In overcoming challenges posed by uncertainty, the 

strategy proposed by the NAPCC is to avoid costly ‘design strategies that 

exclusively respond to climate change’ (Government of India, nd: 13), but instead 

seeks to promote developmental goals, which might have positive implications in 

responding to climate change. This approach precludes any specialised adaptation 

measures that are targeted or place-based, for example, those that focus on highly 

vulnerable communities (Rosencranz et al., 2009-2010). The lack of diverse options 

within socio-ecological systems can lead system dynamics to be predetermined and 

rigid, and can drive the system towards maladaptation. This information signifies 

that the NAPCCC is less prepared to steer appropriate climate change adaptation 

under conditions of high uncertainty.  

 

As illustrated above, the NAPCCC believes that only rapid, sustained economic 

growth can eradicate poverty. In other words, the NAPCC abides by the dominant 

paradigm. In directing climate change adaptation, it attempts to protect the status 

quo by seeking incremental policy adjustments. The dominant paradigm does not 

provide opportunities for empowerment of niche-level communities. As such, there 

is no evidence that the NAPCC attempts to enhance social capital, except in the case 

of targeted interventions for the Himalayan Ecosystems.  

 

The NAPCC depends on expert and technocrat driven hard solutions, which are 

often resource intensive. Such ‘hard’ solutions as a means of adapting to climate 

change can close up head-room for innovations. The resulting lack of space to 

manoeuvre can lead socio-ecological systems into rigidity traps, which do not allow 

spontaneous innovations at the niche-level. Interestingly, innovations are not totally 

disregarded by the NAPCC. They are in fact actively encouraged, for example, when 

the NAPCC seeks private sector partnerships to enable innovative technologies. It 

also expects to establish a research fund to promote better interventions for 

adaptation. These interventions can perhaps open up opportunities for innovations 

within systems of low adaptive capacity. 



285 

 

Adaptive co-management approach 

India’s NCCAP, having identified goals that are inflexible and fixed, does not 

indicate that adaptiveness required in negotiating the uncertainties and complexities 

of climate change impacts. For example, the NAPCC is strongly anchored on fixed 

goals and objectives pre-determined by the national economic developmental policy. 

This can prevent design of diverse solutions in an adaptive manner, as required 

when dealing with uncertainties faced by communities who are at the receiving end 

of climate change impacts.  

 

The policy monitoring system specified by the NAPCC does not allow for policy 

learning. The NAPCC spells out only a supra-level mechanism for monitoring, for 

example, a committee headed by the Prime Minister. Since it does not spell any 

other mechanism that seeks grassroots level information about real policy outcomes, 

this mechanism appears to be purely for show-casing the success of policy inputs 

and policy outputs. Such top-level monitoring mechanism cannot possibly enable 

policy learning, because the whole process will inevitably be geared to convince the 

Prime Minister how successfully inputs have been provided and outputs achieved by 

the relevant ministries and agencies. This top-down mechanism thus does not appear 

to focus on or examine the real policy outcomes of the NAPCC, on a long-term 

basis.  

 

The NAPCC does not pay much attention to horizontal collaboration between 

sectoral agencies. It does not identify stakeholders nor make an attempt to assign 

activities to sectoral stakeholder agencies that might build adaptive capacities of 

socio-ecological systems. The role of the NAPCC in enabling vertical collaboration 

through state level interventions is not specified. However, it is interesting to note 

that some of the 28 states in India have their own Climate Change Action Plans, 

which also indicate the existence of multi-level governance approaches 

(Government of India, n.d). So, despite the fact that NAPCC does not indicate the 

importance of such vertical mechanisms, the existence of state level action plans for 

climate change adaptation provides opportunities for the implementation of diverse 

options as needed for system transitions towards higher adaptive capacity. 
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The NAPCC assumes a predominantly technocentric, export oriented elite-driven 

model (Rosencranz et al., 2009-2010: 580). Civil society involvement in climate 

change adapttion appears to be limited to awareness creation and information 

providing type of exercises as opposed to effective collaboration and meaningful 

participation (Ramanjaneyulu and Kuruganti, 2009). Community participation is 

mainly focused on aspects such as training of communities on how to respond in 

case of disaster incidents. Targeted place-based interventions that would enhance the 

systems diversity are not allowed through the NAPCC, unless these interventions 

provide co-benefits for economic growth. 

 

In summary, the NAPCC interventions are not well geared for allowing 

opportunities for renewal and reorganisation within socio-ecological systems, 

especially since the overall policy direction does not seek to enable policy learning 

through community based knowledges. The NAPCC speaks of the importance of the 

natural resource base of the country, but mostly in terms of its economic potential. 

This indicates a strong disregard for protecting the systems diversity. The NAPCC 

seeks nurturing of alternative developmental pathways targeting climate change 

mitigation, rather than adaptation. While this intervention can improve country’s 

carbon emissions, the extent to which these alternative developmental pathways can 

enhance adaptive capacity of socio-ecological systems is unclear.   

 

The overall goal of the NAPCC appears to be to maintain the status quo, which is to 

pursue the dominant paradigm of economic growth as the all-encompassing solution 

for climate change related problems. It clearly focuses on marginal changes and as 

such, the capacity of the NAPCC for system transitions is unclear. The focus on 

empowering communities and building social capital is deficient, except in isolated 

interventions such as for the Himalayan region. All these indicate that the NAPCC 

tends to have the effect of closing up opportunities for facilitating and promoting 

innovations that can address deficiencies at niche-levels, thus constraining system 

transitions. 

 

Finally, adaptive co-management is not a strength of the NAPCC, except in the case 

of managing the Himalayan ecosystems. Adaptive decision-making cannot be well 

enabled through the NAPCC, as it is fundamentally based on fixed goals that are 
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economic growth oriented. Policy monitoring mechanisms are inappropriate and 

constrain adaptive decision-making and policy learning. Collaboration at the local 

level is portrayed as a low priority compared to that with experts and technocrats.  

The National Program of Action (NAPA) of the Republic of 

Maldives 

The Maldives consist of 25 coral atolls making up 1190 small islands out of which 

358 islands are inhibited at present. The population of The Maldives is around 

300,000, dispersed among atolls in numbers ranging from 1,500 to 18,000. The 

Maldives has an inflation rate of 6%. The GDP (PPP) is 4972 in international dollars 

and MPI of 5.2%. Being extremely limited in land area at 235km2 and entirety being 

low-lying, The Maldives lacks key resources such as water, and is continuously 

threatened with inundation.  

 

Owning some of the most admired beaches in the world, The Maldives is strongly 

dependent on tourism. Fishery is another major income earner in Maldives, with one 

fifth of the population dependent on fishery resources for their livelihood. Thus, the 

majority of infrastructure on the coast is associated with tourism and fisheries, 

which intensifies threats associated with climate change impacts. Agriculture is also 

an important sector in Maldives contributing 2.6% to the GDP of the country (Huq 

& Huge, 2009).  

Commitment to enhance adaptive capacity 

The goal of the National Adaptation Program of Action (NAPA) of The Maldives is 

to ‘present a coherent framework to climate change adaptation that enhances the 

resilience of the natural, human, and social systems and ensures their sustainability 

in the face of predicted climate hazards’ (Republic of Maldives, 2006: 3). This 

indicates a resilience-based approach, as discussed in Chapter 4, rather than an 

adaptive capacity enhancement driven approach. System renewal and reorganisation 

are not priorities of the NAPA of The Maldives as it does not seek to build on 

community knowledge and experience. In adapting to climate change, the NAPA of 
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The Maldives does not then allow for policy learning through lived-in experiences 

and knowledges of communities.  

 

The NAPA does not indicate that communities are expected to play a major role in 

engaging in system renewal and reorganisation. It does not present an institutional 

infrastructure to reach grassroots levels. As such, policy outcomes might not lead to 

policy learning. However, the NAPA has an emphasis on protecting natural 

diversity. The coral reefs in The Maldives are some of the richest marine 

biodiversity hotspots of the world and they are threatened by climate change 

(McClanahan, 2011). The NAPA therefore has a strong focus on protecting the 

country’s natural resource base, and also indicates a drive towards diversification of 

fishing and tourism livelihoods that could be impacted through the loss of coastal 

resources. On the other hand, the NAPA’s poor focus on agricultural livelihoods that 

are strongly threatened by salinisation, sea level rise and desertification indicates a 

serious deficiency towards nurturing of diverse livelihood options (Huq and Huge, 

2009).  

 

In such ways, the NAPA can be seen not so much to encourage alternative 

developmental pathways, as it seems more based on the idea of being ‘resilient and 

unchanging’ in the face of changing conditions caused by climate change. It thus 

seeks to protect the natural resource base through interventions such as monitoring 

climate change impacts on the coral reefs, because these reefs form a key component 

of the livelihoods of communities (Republic of Maldives, 2006: 38). The NAPA has 

a tendency to disregard place-based interventions and rarely seeks to work with 

highly vulnerable groups, which promise to constrain opportunities for social 

learning based on traditional knowledges and experiences in a manner as to build 

adaptive capacity among socio-ecological systems (Sovacool, 2011). 

 

The policy direction set by NAPA is aligned with the dominant growth-orientated 

paradigm. In prioritising activities to be addressed through the NAPA, precedence 

was given for activities that have relevance for national development (Saito, 2012). 

Use of such criteria in prioritising adaptation activities can provide larger benefits 

for strong economic interests. For example, NAPA driven policies, strategies and 

programs appear to prioritise infrastructure required predominantly for economic 
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growth. This can lead to marginalisation of groups of communities that have a 

limited contribution to the economy, but who are vulnerable to climate change.     

 

However, the NAPA does identify the necessity of social enhancement through 

reaching out to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) (Republic of 

Maldives, 2006: 93), which focuses on social welfare. In addition, adaptation 

strategies identified under the NAPA are focused on Land, Beach and Human 

Settlements, Critical Infrastructure, Fisheries, Human Health, Tourism, Water 

Resources, Coral Reef Biodiversity, Agriculture and Food Security, signifying the 

need for climate change adaptation to take a holistic approach, thinking which is 

conducive to system transitions. 

 

The lack of a focus on community and place-based adaptation within the NAPA, 

however, has a strongly negative impact on the formation of social capital. The lack 

of social capital and poor efforts directed at learning from traditional knowledge will 

hinder the adaptation process (Republic of Maldives, 2006). In not focusing on 

social learning, the NAPA does not appreciate the need to enable social capital. 

Finally, the NAPA is deficient in enabling niche-level innovations because of its 

high focus on technocratic solutions such as hard coastal engineering and land 

reclamation as measures for preventing impacts of sea level rising and coastal 

erosion (Republic of Maldives, 2006: 22). An over concentration on such measures 

can lead socio-ecological systems into a rigidity trap, thereby closing up spaces or 

head-room for manoeuvre. This approach does not allow nurturing of diverse 

options that enhance community based adaptive capacities.  

Adaptive co-management approach 

Adaptive management is not visible in the NAPA. Monitoring mechanisms are not 

identified so as to be flexible and adaptive. Though the NAPA calls for integration 

among institutions, it is not for the purpose of collaboration or social learning, but 

for prevention of duplication of activities (Republic of Maldives, 2006: 46). The 

strategy as a whole has been described as being driven through a ‘silo-like’ approach 

wherein it is expected that agencies will work individually in an isolated manner 

(Saito, 2012). The NAPA has also been found not to promote multi-level 
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governance, but instead to prefer a strong top-down centralized approach in its 

efforts in adapting to climate change. There appears no attempt to enable vertical 

integration with local level governance bodies and communities and as such the 

NAPA is not collaborative, which will not assist policy learning (Sovacool, 2011). 

 

In summary, the Maldives NAPA is not well geared to enable system transitions 

towards achieving higher adaptive capacity. It is based on a resilience-based 

approach rather than on enhancement of adaptive capacity. System renewal and 

reorganisation is not enabled very well through the NAPA due to its top-down, 

expert driven and technocentric orientation (Republic of Maldives, 2006:47). 

Community knowledge and experiences are not sought so as to best enable bottom-

up policy learning. Institutional structures that can reach grassroots levels are not 

identified to promote such learning.  

 

The NAPA, has a focus on nurturing diversity, especially in the case of diverse 

ecosystems that are required for the sustenance of the main economic sectors—

fisheries and tourism (Huq and Huge, 2009). However, it encourages the 

implementation of hard solutions, which can drive socio-ecological systems to 

become rigid, and inflexible. As a result, the capacity for niche-level innovations 

may be compromised. Finally, the NAPA is also deficient in enabling adaptive co-

management as it is not geared for adaptive type decision making. It also does not 

indicate a strong collaborative approach, especially in the case of community-level 

collaboration, does not focus on vertical policy integration, and is deficient in 

horizontal collaboration.  

National Climate Change Policy of Nepal 

Due to its landlocked nature and due to the existence of the Himalayas mountain 

range, Nepal is considered highly vulnerable to climate change impacts. Nepal has 

an inflation rate of 8.6, a GDP (PPP) of 1049 in international dollar units and a MPI 

of 64.7%. Nepal has a population of more than 26 million and is a predominantly 

agricultural country with around 75% of the labour force engaged in agriculture. 
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More than 31% of the population live below the poverty line and it has a literacy 

rate of around 49% (Central Intelligence Agency, 2011).  

Commitment to enhance adaptive capacity 

The Government of Nepal developed the NAPA in 2010, which was followed 

closely by the climate change policy of 2011. System renewal and reorganisation are 

given priority under Nepal’s national climate change policy. The policy attempts to 

establish social learning through wide dissemination of information about local level 

adaptation and success stories (Ministry of Environment, Nepal, 2011:8). In this 

regard, a considerable emphasis is placed on traditional and local knowledge, skills, 

practices and technologies. More importantly, it facilitates institutional structures 

that reach the grassroots level. For example, the national policy is to be implemented 

through a number of Local Adaptation Plans of Action (LAPAs). This indicates a 

strong commitment to the subsidiarity principle. In its attempts to facilitate 

institutional policy learning it seeks to empower local level institutions. Nepal’s 

climate change policy also seeks to enhance the diversity of livelihood opportunities 

for communities through a number of approaches. It advocates the search for 

alternative livelihoods for communities who are impacted by climate change. It also 

deems it necessary to resort to sustainable income generating opportunities for 

highly vulnerable communities (Government of Nepal, 2011:8-9).  

 

In attempting to protect the natural resource bases, the policy seeks to establish 

innovative funding mechanisms such as REDD+, for conservation of natural 

resources, including forests and upper watersheds. Through these financial 

mechanisms it seeks to ensure long term sustenance of the country’s natural resource 

base and socio-ecological integrity. For example, the policy attempts to nurture 

diversity through initiatives such as protection and promotion of sustainable use 

forest resources with a view to enhance alternate livelihoods for the communities. 

Thus, while the policy seeks economic growth, it also stresses the need for a 

balanced development through effective management of natural resources (Ministry 

of Environment, Nepal, 2011: 6-9). 
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One of the targets of the policy is to promote community-based local adaptation 

action, which illustrates the importance the policy places on targeted interventions. 

It further seeks to determine the effect of climate change impacts at different 

geographical areas so as to enable place-based adaptation. These policy goals 

indicate the capacity of the policy to enable diverse options within socio-ecological 

systems that are impacted by climate change. The policy seeks to enhance adaptive 

capacity within communities through nurturing the diversity of food grains, species 

and ecosystems (Ministry of Environment, Nepal, 2011: 8).  

 

The policy has provisions to enable and protect niche-level innovations. It seeks to 

deviate from the dominant growth paradigm by empowering communities for 

meaningful participation in the developmental process. The policy also enables the 

building of social capital. Through this, it attempts to focus on allowing community 

groups to play a key role in the development of appropriate adaptation interventions. 

The policy expects to achieve this by allocating 80% of the funds available for 

climate change adaptation for local, place-based initiatives (Ministry of 

Environment, Nepal, 2011:10). In this regard, the policy also seeks to assimilate 

traditional knowledges and indigenous skills and to utilise them in enhancing 

adaptive capacity of the communities.  

 

Rather than constricting the ‘head-room’ available for niche-level innovations, the 

policy seeks to develop soft technologies in water management as an alternative to 

hard engineering solutions. Instead of constructing hard structures in an ad-hoc 

manner, the policy advocates development of climate resilient structures and 

infrastructure only after conducting comprehensive research and studies on their 

utility and indirect impacts. The policy specifically seeks to facilitate better access to 

technical and financial resources at grassroots level, thus inviting innovation at 

niche-levels, and then seeks to upgrade these based on their outcomes as required for 

system transitions (Ministry of Environment, Nepal, 2011: 8).  

Adaptive management approach 

The Nepalese policy for adaptation identifies the need to prevent the creation of 

rigid, inflexible systems that reduce the adaptive capacity of socio-ecological 
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systems. For instance in seeking to enhance adaptive capacities, the policy is 

determined to ‘ensure at least 80% of the total funds available for climate change 

activities flow to the grassroots level’ (Ministry of Environment, Nepal, 2011: 4). 

Rather than seeking to align with economic growth oriented policy targets, the 

policy seeks to enhance of the adaptive capacity through targeted policy 

interventions (Ministry of Environment, Nepal, 2011: 3).  

 

It also encourages the use of research findings in formulation of future policies and 

programs, thus indicating a flexible and adaptive approach. To support this, the 

policy requires the development, maintenance and utilisation of a comprehensive 

research profile on climate change impacts and adaptation (Ministry of 

Environment, Nepal, 2011: 5).  

 

The policy, however, appears deficient in its focus on horizontal policy integration. 

For example, it does not indicate a strong approach in identifying and collaborating 

with sectoral policy agencies in order to embody climate change adaptation in key 

sectoral policies. Yet, the policy does attempt vertical integration through enhancing 

participation of local institutions, indicating its focus on implementing climate 

change adaptation through a bottom-up approach and at levels closer to 

communities. Community collaboration plays a key role in Nepal’s climate change 

policy as indicated in its attempt to build capacity of vulnerable communities to 

enable better participation and empowerment for adapting to climate change. Its 

strong focus on enhancing social capital to ensure participation of poor groups and 

marginalised communities in climate change adaptation can enable better 

opportunities for renewal and reorganisation. 

 

In summary, the National Policy on Climate Change of Nepal consists of 

components that can enable system transition towards higher adaptive capacity. The 

policy does allow for system renewal and reorganisation by having a strong focus on 

community knowledges and experience oriented policy learning. Social learning is 

enabled through identifying institutional mechanisms that can reach grassroots 

levels. The policy seeks to nurture diverse options through livelihood diversification 

and its drive to protect the natural resource base. It is also focused on place-based 

interventions that seek to address community needs and requirements. The 
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inclination to encourage and support niche-level innovations is also evident by the 

policy’s strong need to deviate from the dominant paradigm through system  

transitions.  

 

Being a country that is highly vulnerable to climate change, Nepal needs a strong 

thrust in adapting to climate change (van Aalst, Cannon & Burton, 2008; Regmi & 

Paudyal, 2009). However, the climate change policy of Nepal has a strong emphasis 

towards reducing greenhouse gas emissions of the country, even though Nepal’s per 

capita emissions is at around 0.04 tons (Hoornweg, Sugar & Gomez, 2011), which is 

one of the lowest in world, whereas the country’s vulnerability to climate change 

impact is considerable. 

Conclusion 

The analysis of national policy directions in the countries of the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation on climate change adaptation reveals several 

key points. All the countries in the region have high levels of poverty and high 

levels of exposure to climate change impacts. High levels of poverty do not allow 

communities to take precautions against climate change impacts, on their own. The 

strong dependency of a majority on natural resource-based livelihoods makes these 

communities highly vulnerable to climate change.  The majority of the policies on 

climate change adaptation are aligned with the dominant paradigm of economic 

growth. These policies consider climate change adaptation as synonymous with 

economic growth.  

 

The analysis takes into account prima facie evidence provided by the national policy 

documents. It is not the objective of the analysis to examine the commitment of 

individual governments on implementing these policies, but rather to draw lessons 

from the policies of the countries on the region with regard to the extent to which 

they can enable adaptive capacity enhancement within socio-ecological systems. 

 

Though the policies of most countries have a strong focus on economic growth, 

these policies do not appear to allocate sufficient funds for public education and 
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healthcare sectors, which are the most important sectors that can alleviate 

vulnerabilities to climate change. Vulnerability to disaster is a common feature of 

these countries, and this requires implementation of appropriate climate change 

adaptation policies that are proactive and appropriate. 

 

Sri Lanka can draw several lessons from her neighbours. The analysis indicates that 

none of the countries has an ideal policy that can attempt to enhance adaptive 

capacities of communities through system transitions. The adaptation policy 

directions developed by Nepal appear to allow an adaptive capacity enhancement 

approach to a certain extent. Climate change adaptation policy direction of 

Afghanistan and Bangladesh allows system transitions, be it to a lesser extent than 

Nepal. These two countries are strong in enabling collaboration, but do not allow 

adaptive type policy making. India and Maldives policies are not favourable for 

system transitions and an adaptive co-management approach is not visible in the 

policies of these two countries.  

 

The attempts by Nepal, Afghanistan’s and Bangladesh to divorce climate change 

adaptation from economic growth oriented development are important for Sri Lanka. 

The efforts of Bangladesh in enabling niche-level innovations are also important. 

Despite all the countries in the region being richly endowed with a diversity of 

resources and options, these are not being promoted through adaptation policies. 

Local level interventions or mechanisms to make such interventions, which can 

allow system renewal and reorganisation is almost non-existent in most of the 

countries.  

 

In summary, Sri Lanka needs to depart from climate change adaptation policy 

interventions such as those of India and Maldives, as they only enable changes at the 

margins and system re-design. This is not to say that Sri Lanka cannot learn lessons 

from these countries. For example, the existence of sub-national level climate 

change adaptation policy indicates the adherence of India to the subsidiarity 

principle, which is important in enabling adaptation at socio-ecological systems 

level. 
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     A Policy Process for the 

Formulation of Climate Change 

Adaptation Policy 

Introduction 

Based on the empirical findings from Chapter 9 and lessons learnt from the analysis 

set out in Chapter 10, it is clear that an appropriate climate change adaptation policy 

needs have specific characteristics that could be enabled only through a suitable 

policy process. Chapter 11 examines the extents to which a policy process that can 

enable such a policy exists in Sri Lanka, and provides a framework that could help 

overcome gaps in the existing process. 

 

The characteristics of a policy are shaped in part by the policy process followed in 

its formulation (Dovers, 2005; O'Faircheallaigh, 2009). After positing a new 

approach – the ‘network for change approach’ (NfCA) for climate change adaptation 

policy – Chapter 11 addresses two questions regarding policy process. The first 

addresses the suitability of Sri Lanka’s current policy process for the formulation of 

appropriate national climate change adaptation policy. The second addresses what 

kind of alternative policy process can allow development of such a policy. 

 

Feeding into the response to these questions are the findings of Chapters 7 and 8, 

which followed analysis of the existing key national policy in Sri Lanka to argue 

that this policy could not drive the country’s development towards socio-ecological 

sustainability. In turn, the overall finding of Chapter 9, which, in exploring what key 

policy actors understood as appropriate climate change adaptation for Sri Lanka, 

reasoned that such a policy needs to facilitate system transitions by means of 

promoting system renewal and re-organisation, enabling diversity within the system, 

and promoting niche-level innovations.  
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In turn, the comparative analysis in Chapter 10 of climate change adaptation policies 

in the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) identified that 

while these policies were predominantly reactive and reductionist like Sri Lanka’s, 

the policies of Nepal and to a lesser extent Bangladesh and Nepal showed a marked 

tendency towards enabling adaptive capacity enhancement through system 

transitions, which were more progressive and aligned to the emergent findings of 

this study.   

 

As such, this chapter, in addressing Research Questions 3 and 4 as the final research 

questions of the thesis (see Chapter 6), is based on furthering the analysis of the 

broad theoretical framework set out in Chapter 5 on descriptive and normative 

features of different models of policy process. The literature reviewed in Chapter 5 

indicated that certain policy process models are capable of producing only marginal 

changes in existing policy while others are better capable of negotiating 

sustainability criteria as required for system transitions. It argued that pluralist 

models of the policy process are more suited for the formulation of appropriate 

climate change adaptation policy than top-down elitist ones, for example. Along 

those lines, the advocacy coalition framework and the punctuated equilibrium and 

multiple stream models pose promise for enabling fundamental or system change. 

However, Chapter 5 identified that individually, these policy process models are too 

simple to stand alone as prescriptive approaches for sustainability transitions. 

 

In addressing the questions and arguing the ground, this chapter first discusses the 

weaknesses of current operational policy process in Sri Lanka as incrementalist and 

elitist (which was demonstrated to some extent in Chapters 8 and 9). As such, it 

argues that three key characteristics of its incremental nature – that is, poor capacity 

to allow entry of a wide range of information; lack of capacity to allow adaptive 

decision making; and inability to consider long-term effects of the policy – markedly 

constrain formulating an appropriate climate change adaptation policy. In turn, it 

argues that characteristics aligned with its elitist nature – that is, poor capacity to 

allow broad-based participation; lack of time and resources for all stakeholders to be 

involved in decision-making to develop policy responses; failure to consider diverse 

policy options; and a lack of policy integration – cannot enable a policy aimed at 

effectively resolving climate change related policy problems. 
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In proposing a more appropriate policy process, the NfCA, the thesis draws from 

theoretical models, but where the models do not suggest what might be appropriate 

policy mechanisms, it turns to empirical data. The proposed approach would enable 

nine criteria found important to facilitate a climate change adaptation policy that is 

based on socio-ecological sustainability. These criteria include a capacity of the 

policy process model to enable broad-based participation in alignment with 

collaborative and inclusive decision-making as a key requirement for multi-sectoral 

and level policy development in such complex areas as climate change adaptation.  

 

It is also important because participatory decision-making enables procedural justice 

as well as distributive justice, which also engenders legitimacy and more effective 

policy making. The authority, or meaningful influence that participants have in 

policy outcome is another important criterion. Resource availability and wide 

distribution of resources among participants is another key criterion as these have an 

important bearing on preventing exclusion of certain parties from the decision 

making process. Adequate time availability is also crucial for broad-based 

participation as well as for the collection and assimilation of relevant information.  

 

Capacity to allow entry of open and relevant information into the policy process is 

also an important criterion as it allows decisions to be holistic, transparent, 

accountable and informative in allowing the entry of multiple perspectives, which 

enables more effective policy outcomes. This is important because climate change 

adaptation policy requires expert-based information as well as wide stakeholder and 

community based knowledges, and many policy options or alternatives.  

 

The capacity to enable adaptive decisions rather than one-off decisions is also 

important as it better enables the policy making process to deal with uncertainty and 

complexity. The time-period over which the effects of the policy are considered is 

another important criterion. If the policy process considers only short-term 

consequences, the resultant policy would be incapable of system transitions. Finally, 

capacity for policy integration horizontally and vertically is an important criterion 

for climate change adaptation policy process, as climate change impacts occur 

across a multiplicity of scales.  
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That said, the second part of this chapter will present the capacity of the network for 

change approach to enable: (a) broad-based participation; (b) enable authority or 

decisional influence for civic participants over outcomes; (c) better availability and 

distribution of resources among participants; (d) adequate time to engage in the 

policy process; (e) entry of open and transparent information; (f) deliberative 

processes to inform decision making, also involving alternatives and a variety of 

decision criteria for evaluation of policy options; (g) adaptive decision making; (h) 

consideration of long-term policy outcomes; and (i) policy integration. 

 

Finally, the chapter advances the idea that through all these policy aspects, the 

network-for-change approach would enable system renewal and reorganisation that 

promotes system diversity and facilitates niche-level innovations that address 

productively weaknesses of the existing regime.  

Weaknesses of current policy process  

The current policy process follows two key policy process models; namely, the 

incrementalist model and elitism. 

Incrementalism 

In Sri Lanka, over the years, the policy process in the climate change adaptation 

policy has strongly resembled the incrementalist model. Participant AI.3 illustrated 

this point by providing an example on the problem of coastal erosion that has been 

neglected over the years, despite strong public demands:   

 

In late 1960s there was a huge public outcry about severe erosion taking 

place. At that time, the Coast Protection Unit of the Ports Commission 

handled the coastal erosion problem. The Unit couldn’t take strict measures 

because the officers of the Ports Commission were strongly engaged in 

construction of harbours. Others agencies wanted new fish landing sites, new 

hotels and new settlements along the coast. 
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This statement indicates conflicting interests between the Coastal Protection Unit 

and the fisheries, tourism and ports development sectors. In attempting to resolve 

these conflicts, these stakeholders with diverging interests and agendas appear to 

engage in mutual partisan adjustment. This process allowed the fisheries, tourism 

and port development agencies to prevent the Coastal Protection Unit from bringing 

in more stringent policy for the prevention of coastal erosion. This tendency to 

refrain from major policy changes clearly indicates the incremental nature of the 

policy process. Incremental policy process of Sri Lanka appears to be deficient in 

enabling climate change adaptation: first, due to its poor capacity to allow the entry 

of a wide range of information; second, because of its inability to make adaptive 

decisions; and third, because of its inability to consider long-term effects of the 

policy.  

Poor capacity to allow the entry of a wide range of information 

Incremental policy process is signified by an inability to generate and evaluate 

information in a comprehensive manner. Participant AI.8 indicated the need for a 

wide range of information in the face of highly complex problems of climate 

change:  

 

So we need to have an understanding of the problems at farmer level, at the 

farmer community level, with respect to each agro-ecological zone. Then 

we need to identify climate change hot spots. These things have not been 

done. 

 

This makes it clear that the current policy process is highly prone to take ‘bit’ 

decisions and ‘muddle through’ rather than engage in comprehensive collection and 

analysis of information.  

 

Many participants indicated that climate change adaptation policy should be based 

on forms of knowledge and information that are predominantly community based, as 

verifiable knowledge loses much important information when faced with 

uncertainties and complexities associated with climate change impacts. Indicating 
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the need for people-centred, community generated information, participant AII.1 

argued:  

 

A policy should be initiated through information held by the community, 

through the experiences from the people. Agricultural farmers and livestock 

farmers with water issues, livelihood issues that being affected by climate 

change have a vast repository of information. These people have already 

identified and are implementing adaptation measures for these over the 

time. Though we didn’t ask them about it, we need a greater conversation 

with them.  

 

This indicates the lack of a mechanism to access a wide array of information 

required for policy formulation. Many participants were of the view that the current 

policy process is largely biased towards using information that is verifiable and 

expert driven. For example, most key policy actors want to verify that climate 

change impacts are happening using quantitative methods before they take action. 

This instrumental use of information is a key characteristic of incrementalism, as 

found in Chapter 5. Highlighting the low attention paid by formal institutions in 

collecting a wide range of information, participant BVII.2 indicated the importance 

of the role that stakeholders outside the policy community can play in enabling 

community-based information to enter the policy process:  

 

There are many NGOs working throughout the country. Local NGOs such as 

the Green Movement of Sri Lanka and other grass-root level NGOs and 

volunteers, the Korale Pattu NGO working on housing projects. It is these 

NGOs who are working with communities to solve their burning issues. So, 

local NGOs can bridge the communication gap between community and 

policy makers. 

 

This statement also indicates that State policy actors and the existing policy process 

are deficient in getting involved in solving deep seated issues of vulnerable 

communities, which again indicates a clear gap in the current policy process that 

prevents access to important information.   
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Lack of capacity to allow adaptive decision-making 

Policy learning is not an important attribute of the incrementalist policy process. 

Once a policy is formulated, incremental policy process is not prepared to change it 

because it believes in the satisfactory nature of the current policy. This militates 

against adaptive decision-making. For example, participant AIII.4 said:  

 

At the policy level, there is no ineffectiveness. For example, our disaster 

policy is one of the best, if you review it, a very good policy. But 

implementation may not be so good. We want to change some things. That is 

not because the policy is not good, there are small weaknesses. But mainly 

the problems are with its implementation. 

 

This statement illustrates one of the main characteristics of the incrementalist policy 

process, which is, that it is ‘largely remedial and rarely therapeutic’ (Frohock, 1979: 

52). This allows only incremental changes in existing policy, while the core of the 

policy remains as largely inflexible.  

 

Policy processes that are flexible and adaptive can be enabled through the 

monitoring and evaluation of the outcomes of past policies. Incrementalism does not 

appreciate the importance of analysing information about policy failures as a source 

for policy learning and adaptive decision-making. Therefore, in most examples, 

policy failures are hidden rather than reflected on for policy learning, possibly 

because the present system penalises policy failures. For example, participant AIII.2 

was reluctant to disclose policy failure when stating:   

 

Some programmes were successful. Most didn’t become successful. Some 

[communities] found markets and improved. But in most places the 

programme didn’t become effective to the level that we expected. There 

were problems. So we stopped it. 

 

This information indicates a reluctance of the current policy process to engage in 

effective policy monitoring and lesson learning. This deficiency precludes adaptive 

policy as required for system transitions.  
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However, some participants understood the importance of lesson learning. 

Explaining the importance of drawing lessons from failed interventions and 

engaging in policy learning, participant AII.1 said:  

 

The Integrated Rural Development Project (IRDP) attempted cultivating 

many types of crops in Monaragala, in regions where there is no water. But 

everything failed. Nobody thought rubber could be cultivated in Monaragala. 

Based on this failure of this policy intervention, it was decided to introduce 

rubber as a trial. It went so well that people found that there is better rubber 

tapping during off-seasons. Today there is a major activity that is going to 

take off in Monaragala for rubber cultivation. That is the outcome of IRDP. 

 

The absence of effective monitoring process in Sri Lanka further indicates the lack 

of adaptiveness in current policy process. Whilst all participants agreed about the 

importance of policy monitoring and lesson learning, the key institutions are not in 

agreement about who should take the responsibility in policy monitoring and 

evaluation. For example, participant AIII.3 argued:  ‘Lots of ministries are doing 

their own monitoring. It is their job. Not ours’.  

 

However, not all participants agreed with this. For example, participant AI.1 stated: 

‘It is the Economic Development Ministry or the Treasury that needs to look at our 

policies’. In a similar vein, the need for a third party to be involved in policy 

outcome monitoring was advocated by participant AI.2:  

 

As the Ministry in charge of investment promotion, we bring in investments. 

If someone wants to monitor the outcome of policies, they have to do it. We 

can’t do that! 

 

Participant AI.4 was also of the view that it is the work of a third party to monitor 

policy outcomes: 

 

We cannot monitor our own policy. Especially when what we are doing is to 

carry out a policy if a minister or someone wants it, we don’t look beyond 

that.  
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This indicates the disjointed incremental policy process, which does not require 

policy actors to engage in policy learning through proactive monitoring of outcomes 

of their own policy. It also indicates that partisan mutual adjustment is a strong 

factor in the current policy process.   

Inability to consider long term-effects of the policy 

Incremental policy processes do not consider long-term benefits of policy as 

required for socio-ecological sustainability. For example, according to Lowry and 

Wickremeratne (1987), as a coast conservation measure, structures were built 

without consideration of their long-term impacts on socio-ecological systems. For 

example, ‘the construction of a breakwater North of Negambo as a part of a project 

to build a fishery harbour resulted in such severe erosion that an entire fishing 

village north of the breakwater was eventually washed away’ (1987: 271). This 

signals that existing policy process is not geared to consider long-term impacts of 

policy interventions.  

 

In summary, because of the incrementalist nature of the current policy process, it is 

not capable of enabling system transitions that represent fundamental changes from 

the dominant paradigm.  

Elitism 

Sri Lanka’s policy process also indicates a strong alignment with the elitist policy 

process model. First, it does not allow broad-based participation. Second it does not 

allow sufficient time or resources to be allocated for the decision-making process. 

Third, it considers few policy options or alternatives. Finally, it does not allow 

policy integration.  

Poor capacity to allow broad-based participation 

The current policy process is highly elitist and does not allow broad-based 

participation in the policy process. It does not allow community needs and 

aspirations to drive policy; instead, the policy process is top-down and reactive. It is 

driven by elites, especially bureaucratic and technocratic elites, and is centralised 
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and predominantly top-down in nature. Entry is allowed only to certain privileged 

policy actors, depending on their official position and technical knowledge and 

expertise. For example, in answering the question of whether there are inputs from 

communities regarding their developmental aspirations into the policy process, 

participant AIII.4 indicated that policy elites are comfortable with their own points 

of views in formulating policy:  

 

 Actually, the requirements of the community are normally considered in the 

policy process. Well, all the citizens – all of us know – the needs of the 

community. We know what the poor people want.   

 

A key characteristic of this elite process is that the bureaucrats who drive the policy 

process are aligned with the country’s ‘developmental state’, as identified in Chapter 

8.  

 

Further illustrating the elite-centred nature of the policy process and the lack of 

broad-based community consultation, participant BV.1 stated:  

 

Earlier they [the policy makers] were scared. Scared of taking views of 

stakeholders and communities, because they feared that those views were 

vastly different to what they wanted. Today the situation is more dangerous. 

Policy makers, they know where to take the views from. They have pre-

decided whom to take from civil society, whom to take from business. We 

know the list of names that they will consult. Things never get to the grass-

root level person. They are not consulted. The NGO person hanging out in 

the city is not the real community. But they are the people in the list. In the 

business sector, only a few in chambers are consulted. Other than that, 

nothing. The dialogue is not there. A national policy should come out of a 

national dialogue. 

 

Bureaucratic elites, especially those at the helm of the economic development 

process, have a strong disregard for community participation; therefore, broad-based 

participation is not a priority in the current policy process. This is a major problem 

given that communities at the grassroots level chiefly feel climate change impacts. 
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Therefore, many participants identified the need for a strong bottom-up approach in 

formulating climate change adaptation policy (see Chapter 9).  

 

Participants also identified a lack of mechanisms to allow and enable grassroots 

level aspirations and perspectives to enter the policy process. Existing highly formal 

coordinating mechanisms at District Secretary Level and Divisional Secretary Level 

thus appear mainly symbolic. When asked whether community participation is 

solicited in policy formulation, participant AI.4 explained: 

 

At present, we don’t have a special structure for that. Different organisations, 

different departments have their own individual structures to get such inputs. 

Sometimes some officers use rural societies, but we don’t have a structure 

[emphasis added] that says it should be done in this manner. 

 

Another key characteristic of the current policy process is that policy change is 

highly dependent on the attention of political elites. For example, policy change 

occurs when issues are brought to the attention of the politicians and the macro-

political agenda; for example, through a major disaster, crisis or policy issue. When a 

severe hardship faced by communities draws the attention of key policy actors, 

especially when the media becomes involved, the political powers can no longer 

neglect the demands for change. This is indicated by participant AIII.4, who stated: 

 

With recent floods, there has been lots of damage – many people were killed, 

lot of property and harvest were destroyed. So, now we have to think 

[emphasis added].  

 

Furthermore, this information indicates that policy change is not only political but 

also is highly reactive in its response, and therefore is inadequate for appropriate 

climate change adaptation, which needs a highly anticipative approach. On their 

own, reactive measures lead to merely incremental change that simply alters the 

existing policy at the margins.  

 

Even above mentioned attempts at policy change arise only in response to drastic 

climate change-induced incidents such as droughts or floods. In the absence of such 
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events and strong public attention to them, the problems that highly vulnerable 

communities face daily largely go unnoticed. For example, problems that 

communities face due to climatic variability and environmental degradation, such as 

gradual salinisation of soil and desertification of fertile land which gradually erode 

livelihoods, are paid little attention or overlooked. These long-term problems, 

though are extremely critical to socio-ecological sustainability, currently do not 

easily get onto the institutional agenda and so have not often resulted in policy 

attention or change, as was indicated in the case of coastal erosion mentioned above.   

Lack of allowance of time and resources for the policy process 

A key characteristic of current elitist policy process, as already indicated, is that it 

allows only certain privileged groups to have power and authority over policy 

outcomes. In other words, decision making processes benefit those who are most 

capable of generating wealth, power and profits. By default, these policies most 

often fail to assist those who are worst off. For example, policies that manage 

irrigation schemes favour the more affluent land-owner famers, those of the 

privileged class. According to participant AI.6, it is only the financially stronger 

groups of farmers who are consulted during the process that allocates water from the 

national irrigation system. As the participant explained:  

 

We have meetings at the beginning of each season for the allocation of water. 

Farmers are members of these committees together with offices of the 

department. The committees consist 51% of farmers and 49% of officers.   

 

In then answering the question of whether landless farmers are members of the water 

allocation committee, participant AI.6 stated:  

 

No, they are not. In our irrigation schemes there are proprietors. Proprietors 

are the de-facto owners of land. After them, the land they hold will go to 

their descendants. These are the main irrigation farmers. They are better off 

than small farmers who don’t have an assured water supply.  

Thus, while the existing mechanism of decision-making for allocating scarce water 

resources among communities who depend on water for their livelihoods appears 
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creditable superficially, it is clear it is heavily biased. This is because the voices of 

the elite farmers on the decision making committee would prevail even if the 

officers of the Department of Irrigation (being the minority in the committee), tried 

to protect the interests of landless farmers. The situation is even more biased as poor 

farmers are not allowed to be members of the water allocation committee. As such, 

their specific requirements or grievances may not even be raised during the water 

allocation process.  

 

This exclusion of highly vulnerable communities clearly indicates that decisions are 

made according to the elitist model, favouring the affluent and powerful members of 

communities, and neglecting procedural or distributional justices, which are key 

attributes that enable fair and just distribution of resources for adaptation, as 

discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.  

Failure to consider diverse policy options 

The current policy process is not prepared to consider a diverse array of policy 

options or alternatives. As the bureaucratic elites of the ‘developmental state’ are 

strongly aligned with the dominant policy paradigm, sustainability becomes a low 

priority. This strong inclination to protect the status quo can prevent diverse 

requirements of socio-ecological systems from being considered in a serious or 

meaningful manner by dominant elitist policy communities.  

 

Instead of considering many policy options and using a wide range of criteria to 

evaluate them, the elitist policy process appears to be engaged in non-decision 

making. Such non-decision making or decision-making on trivial issues cannot 

resolve the real policy problems of climate change and therefore, is a serious 

wastage of scarce resources. For example, participant AIII.8 stated: 

 

Climate change is happening. But we do not have criteria to determine how 

this ministry should act. We have identified some activities to be done and 

one of these is the development of ministerial human resources, so that our 

administrative structure becomes more efficient. 
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This information illustrates that the current policy process is not so capable of 

bringing a large number of policy options to the table. It also indicates an inability of 

the policy process to use decision criteria not well aligned with the dominant 

paradigm in evaluating policy options.  

Lack of policy integration 

The current policy process does not facilitate cross-sectoral policy integration and 

therefore, sectoral policy appears be ‘‘silo-like’’ in nature, as indicated in Chapters 8 

and 9. Elite processes do not require policy integration because elites use state and 

state agencies as instruments in serving their own interests, especially when these 

interests are aligned with accelerated economic growth (Mosse, 2005). This 

tendency of elites to use the State as an instrument is also visible in the current 

policy process. For example, the participant from the Provincial Councils claimed 

that the accelerated growth paradigm of the elitist regime dominated and abolished 

targeted poverty reduction attempts at regional level (as discussed in Chapter 8).  

 

Furthermore, the lack of policy integration has led to a reductionist outlook within 

the policy process. For example, the members of the policy community appears to 

consider poverty only in financial terms. According to participant AIII.4:  

 

Poverty is measured by the capacity of the people to acquire the food basket. 

We find out how much income is needed to acquire the food basket. Those 

who cannot acquire this food basket are poor. We help them with a welfare 

payment. 

 

This over-simplistic, reductionist outlook on poverty is highly deceiving, and 

inhibits an understanding of the requirements for enhanced adaptive capacity. It does 

not consider other more important dimensions of poverty, especially those 

associated with the adaptive capacity of socio-ecological systems, such as safety, 

health status, education and mobility. As these dimensions of poverty are not 

considered as important criteria in evaluating different policy options and 

alternatives, this demonstrates to some extent that the elite policy process is not 
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convinced about the need for multi-level multi-sectoral system transitions to higher 

adaptive capacity.  

 

The analysis also indicates lack of vertical integration. Policies that attempt 

solutions for regional poverty eradication are not formulated in consultation with 

sub-national level authorities, which are the formal institutions that work close to 

highly vulnerable communities. For example, indicating the sharp gap between the 

national and sub-national level policy processes, participant AII.1 mentioned the 

example of a major policy intervention called Divi-Neguma (Enhanced 

Livelihoods). This policy under the MCVF, 2010, aims to alleviate rural poverty. 

But according to participant AII.1, the Divi-Neguma intervention is a major failure:  

 

It is not a provincial council project. It is a central government project. 

Finding 100 families in the village to give subsidies for Rs. 10,000 has 

failed. Recipients are not selected. We don’t think that it has gone to the 

village. 

 

In addressing this problem, the participant suggested the need for a policy process 

that can formulate an appropriate climate change adaptation policy to align to the 

subsidiarity principle, which requires local level problems to be addressed through 

institutions close to the problem, as explored in Chapter 4.  

 

In summary, the above analysis indicates two key features of current policy process: 

it is incrementalist, and it is elite-centred and driven. Following the incrementalist 

approach, the policy process prefers decisions that are one-off in scope rather than 

adaptive ones, as required for an appropriate adaptation policy. Adaptive policy 

usually begins through policy learning and reflexivity, which are dependent on the 

capacity of the policy process to engage in analysis, monitoring and evaluation of 

past policy outcomes. The empirical findings strongly indicate the inability of the 

present policy process to seek multiple knowledges and information sources in 

formulating an appropriate climate change adaptation policy. The policy process is 

concerned only with the short-term policy outputs, rather than with long-term policy 

outcomes as required for sustainability.  
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In turn, the elitist, centralised, top-down policy approach is predominantly aligned 

with the dominant paradigm and with the ‘developmental state’. The policy process 

inherently disregards the importance of securing a multiplicity of viewpoints and 

therefore does not have the interest or capacity to drive policy towards socio-

ecological sustainability. Socio-ecological sustainability recognises that policy 

communities and issue networks of the climate change adaptation policy action 

arena have a key role to play in enabling appropriate climate change adaptation 

through engaging in collaborative policy processes. However, within the current 

policy process there are no opportunities for policy actors and diverse stakeholders 

and civic interests to engage in collaborative decision-making.   

 

In addition, the current policy process cannot enable policy integration on a 

horizontal scale or a vertical scale. More importantly there are no opportunities for a 

bottom-up approach. Stakeholder engagement in the policy process is merely 

symbolic and does not lead to long-term sustained collaboration as required for an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. 

Policy process for appropriate climate change adaptation 

Reflexive policy learning informed by the literature review, and the interview data 

and documentary analysis, indicates that appropriate climate change adaptation 

policy development needs to shift substantially from being informed by the existing 

limited top-down policy process. A schematic diagram of the current process for 

policy change is shown in Figure 11.1  According to this diagram, policy change can 

occur only when ‘External System Events’, such as major floods, or changes in 

‘Relatively Stable Parameters’, such as major elections, occur. Policy change is 

therefore reactive and usually occurs only when ‘external systems events’ bring the 

issues to the attention of the institutional and macro-political agendas.  

 

This emphasis the fact that calling attention to grassroots level problems appears 

difficult. Some participants said that coordination mechanisms of the State, that are 

deployed by all levels of government work to effect this. Though resources flow to 

these formal mechanisms from the central government, participants, other 
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participants argued they were unsuccessful in enabling an effective bottom-up 

approach. 

 

Monitoring of policy outcomes and policy learning is found to be ineffectual, and as 

a result, policies tend to be rigid and one-off. This makes it clearer that the existing 

policy process cannot enable an appropriate climate change adaptation policy.  
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Figure 11.1 Existing elitist and incrementalist policy process
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Instead, a complex, multi-sectoral policy such as climate change adaptation 

policy can be addressed only through a multifaceted policy process. Individually, 

dominant policy models explored in Chapter 5 appear too limited to prescribe 

fundamental policy change under highly complex and uncertain conditions. 

Alternatively, it is possible to suggest a more appropriate approach to the policy 

process that draws from the rational comprehensive model, the advocacy 

coalition framework model, the punctuated equilibrium model and the policy 

stream model. 

  

However, there are requirements for formulating appropriate climate change 

adaptation policy that none of the theoretical models can address. Therefore, 

where these models are found deficient, the thesis turns to empirical findings, to 

posit a redesigned approach for the policy process, referred to here as a ‘network 

for change’ approach (NfCA). This model would involve three key components: 

the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism, the Web of Change, and State Policy 

Institutions.   

 

As indicated in Chapter 9 (see Figure 9.1), the proposed Bottom-Up Institutional 

Mechanism would consist of a wide range of stakeholders and ‘potential policy 

entrepreneurs’ working closely with the grassroots communities. As discussed in 

Chapter 9, these stakeholders can be divided into two groups: (a) the Formal 

Coordinating Mechanism, which consists of state, provincial and local 

government officials working at regional levels; and (b) Semi-formal Networks 

consisting of a wide range of stakeholders. Semi-formal Networks provide an 

important platform for the exchange of lived-in knowledges as well as expert-

generated research findings, which themselves may be community-based.  

 

Through regular engagement with climate change impacted socio-ecological 

systems, niche-level actors within these networks have a capacity to identify 

policy problems related to climate change. Such bottom-up approaches are 

important in appropriate climate change adaptation. The NfCA would also 

address the requirements of appropriate climate change adaptation policy, as 

identified in Chapters 7-10. So what, in more detail, would be the characteristics 

of the NfCA?  Nine key characteristics are posited below. 
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Broad-based participation 

Of policy process models reviewed, the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) 

provides guidance for enabling a pluralist approach, for example, as it recognises 

advocacy coalitions within a policy system. However, the ACF is deficit in 

enabling broadly based civic participation. Its first deficiency involves the role of 

a ‘dominant coalition’, whose main objective is to persuade experts and analysts 

to generate information that allow it greater authority over conflicting coalitions. 

The dominant coalition can influence policy strongly until such time that an 

‘External System Event’ or a ‘Relatively Stable Event’ happens, as explored in 

Chapter 5. In this regard, the ACF reverts to the elitist policy process model seen 

in Sri Lanka. This diminishes the capacity of ACF to become a prescriptive 

policy process model for appropriate climate change adaptation policy. 

 

In addressing this gap, the NfCA would set out two broad participatory platforms 

for engaging stakeholders; namely, the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism and 

the Web of Change (see Figures 11.2 and 11.3). Collaborative and inclusive 

decision-making is seen as a key requirement for multi-sectoral, multi-level 

climate change adaptation policy. An inclusive participatory approach is 

important, not only because it would better enable strong sustainability policy, 

but also because participatory decision-making allows for procedural and 

distributive justice. Procedural justice is important to enable communities not 

politically or economically strong to better participate in policy processes, which 

would lead to enhanced legitimacy and policy effectiveness. Distributive justice, 

in turn, is important in enabling equitable distribution of resources among 

affected communities, also a feature of policy effectiveness.  

Authority for participants over policy outcomes  

As identified in Chapter 5, a deficiency of ACF and the RCM is that these models 

do not allow authority for key policy stakeholders over policy outcomes. The 

RCM model was seen to prefer expert-based information. In the case of the ACF, 

policy change is enabled predominantly through changes in ‘Relatively Stable 

Parameters’ or ‘External System Events’, allowing the dominant coalition to be 
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effectively contested. Therefore, it is clear that these models do not allow all key 

stakeholders authority over policy outcomes. They wait for major changes to 

happen, a process that always invites other groups to compete to become 

dominant and to have authority over policy outcomes (see Chapter 5). 

 

However, in the case of climate change adaptation policy, as the Gidden’s 

paradox identifies (see Chapter 4), it is senseless to wait for some drastic 

‘External System Event’ to occur, to trigger policy change. As indicated by the 

empirical findings of this study, appropriate climate change adaptation policy 

needs, instead, to be proactive to drive policy actors to act. For instance, the 

NfCA would catalyse policy change when it became clear that existing policy 

could not enable higher adaptive capacity.  

 

In addition, the NfCA would permit pressing needs, demands and aspirations of 

climate change affected communities and stakeholders to trigger policy change. 

As indicated in Figure 11.2, the NfCA allows the policy problems that are felt at 

grassroots level and are in the Systemic Agenda can be better understood by the 

climate change policy action arena. This happens because the Bottom-Up 

Institutional Mechanism, closely associated with grassroots levels, would better 

allow the entry of citizen needs, demands and aspirations to enter the policy 

arena. That is, the NfCA would give broad-based stakeholders of the semi-formal 

network decisional influence over policy outcomes.  

Better availability and distribution of resources among 

participants  

Resource availability for the policy process and distribution of these resources 

among participants is another key criterion for sustainability-oriented policy. This 

is because resources have an important bearing on enabling broad-range 

participation and in preventing exclusion of certain parties. A feature of the 

NfCA would be that certain policy actors would have to play active roles in 

enabling system transitions. For example, the policy entrepreneur and a 

supporting network of policy actors together would form a ‘Web of Change’ to 

steer policy change, informed by the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism (Figure 
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11.2). These ideas would relate to the purpose of enabling system renewal and 

reorganisation, nurturing systemic diversity, or for niche-level innovations, as 

required for system transitions. A critical role for the policy entrepreneur would 

be to facilitate access of resources for stakeholders to better participate in the 

policy process and to engage in policy learning. 
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Figure 11.2 The Bottom-up Approach: Enabling policy problems of socio-ecological systems to be taken up for ‘policyfying’ 
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The policy problems at grassroots level, which are in the Systemic Agenda are 

taken up by the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism. This mechanism has the 

capacity not only to understand these policy problems but also to provide 

appropriate solutions. These solutions may fall in to the three categories 

identified as important in enhancing systemic adaptive capacity: system renewal 

and reorganisation, nurturing of systemic diversity and niche-level innovations. 

These solutions or ‘Ideas’ generated through the Bottom-Up Institutional 

Mechanism would be the triggers for appropriate policy for adaptation. 

 

Victor Hugo has stated that: ‘Nothing is as powerful as an idea whose time has 

come’. So once an ‘Idea’ is generated by the Bottom-Up Institutional 

Mechanism, certain policy actors who are members of the Semi-Formal Network 

would become policy entrepreneurs. The functionality of ‘policy entrepreneur’ is 

drawn from the Multiple Stream Model. Chapter 5 indicated the deficiencies of 

this model in enabling flexible and adaptive policies, as well as the passive role 

of the policy entrepreneur who waits for a policy window to open.  

 

The concept of the policy entrepreneur proposed by the NfCA, is important for 

policy change, as s/he would stand not only at the interface of the semi-formal 

network and the ‘Web of Change’, but also as a key policy actor that negotiates 

with the macropolitical policy agenda. As the macropolitical policy agenda 

(discussed further below) is typically aligned with the dominant paradigm, the 

policy entrepreneur and the ‘Web of Change’ would have a key role to play in 

keeping the ‘Idea’ alive.  A policy entrepreneur would ideally not be an elitist of 

the dominant regime, but an ‘independent’ facilitator that takes up an ‘Idea’ from 

the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism.  

 

Once policy entrepreneurs possess the ‘Idea’ they would need another network of 

policy actors – a ‘Web of Change’ who could give life to the ‘Idea’ or ‘Policyfy’ 

it (see Figure 11.3). Within the ‘Web of Change’, the role of the policy 

entrepreneurs is to conduct ‘venue shopping’ and expand conflict among other 

institutions, in demanding policy change for appropriate climate change 

adaptation. As indicated in the punctuated equilibrium policy process model, 

expansion of conflict allows a policy entrepreneur to get more and more people 
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and institutions involved in the debate, in an attempt to seek innovative policy 

changes, which are required for system transitions (Baumgartner & Jones, 1991: 

1047). 

 

Members of the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism may not always be members 

of the ‘Web of Change’, though some influential researchers or practitioners or 

even international partners will be invited to join, as policy entrepreneurs actively 

seek those who can strengthen the Web. Through such strengthening, the ‘Web of 

Change’ network becomes capable of enabling policies that deviate from the 

dominant paradigm. This indicates that the ‘Web of Change’ can be either a 

formal, informal or even a semi-formal mechanism. However, the policy process 

can work best when actors within the ‘Web of Change’ are usually made up 

predominantly of senior policy practitioners from stakeholder institutions. In such 

case, once the ‘Web of Change’ is formed, the members within it are in a position 

to seek resources and distribute them among participants so as to enable trust and 

procedural justice.  

 

Unlike the ‘coordinating’ nature of the existing mechanism, the ‘Web of Change’ 

would be more active and would need to engage in strong collaboration with its 

members. This is because the ‘Web of Change’ is expected to ‘Policyfy’ the ideas 

generated through the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism and push the issues to 

the macropolitical agenda, thus driving policy change.  

 

Policy entrepreneurs would need to be policy actors with capacity and authority 

to facilitate new policy, but more importantly, they would need to have both 

formal and informal networks to further explore and ‘Policyfy’ the Idea. An 

example of such a process was provided by the participant from the Department 

of Agriculture who explained how an ‘Idea’ that emerged from a research 

symposium (a forum of semi-formal nature) was policified and implemented (see 

Chapter 9). ‘Policyfying’ an ‘Idea’ would involve converting the ‘Idea’ into an 

implementable policy option/s, which requires exploring policy alternatives, tools 

and implementing mechanisms through policy learning. 
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Once the ‘Ideas whose time has come’ are ‘Policyfied’ by the ‘Web of Change’, 

they would enter the macropolitical policy agenda, possibly via the National 

Coordinating Mechanism, the currently operational formal high-level policy 

forum, of which the policy entrepreneur is a member. The ‘Macropolitical 

Agenda’ in Sri Lanka comprises the Secretary heading the Ministry, the Minister-

in-charge, and the Cabinet of Ministers, which ultimately approves or rejects 

proposed policy changes (Figure 11. 3). 
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Figure 11.3 ‘Policyfied’ Idea enters the State policy institutions leading to policy change 
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But even after an idea is ‘Policyfied’, policy change may not occur. Policy 

change may be influenced due to factors like the lack of visibility of an issue, or 

opposition from parties with vested interests who also might prevent policy 

change. However, if the members of the ‘Web of Change’ are keen to bring in a 

new policy, it would still be possible. They can achieve this by working 

collectively with the policy entrepreneur to keep the issue on the policy agenda 

for future action. This capacity of the NfCA is important as the demand for policy 

change has emerged from the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism, and this 

demonstrates the needs of grassroots level communities, and wide support from 

the systemic agenda. This action of the policy entrepreneur and the Web of 

Change in coordinating closely with the Bottom-up Mechanism is indicated in 

Figure 11. 4. 

 

To recapitulate: the NfCA would require certain policy actors – for example, 

policy entrepreneurs – to play active roles in driving policy change. If the policy 

entrepreneurs are from the formal policy mechanism, they would play the role of 

a facilitator in enabling access of resources required by the stakeholders – first by 

the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism and next by the Web of Change. This is 

because the success that a policy entrepreneur attempts to achieve depends on 

strong networking and mutual trust. In this way the NfCA would allow wide 

distribution of resources among all stakeholders of the policy process.  

 

If the policy entrepreneur is not from a State institution, but a member of the 

semi-formal system – for example, from NGOs, media and research institutions, 

policy entrepreneurs would still work to get the attention of State level policy 

actors, who can take up the ‘Idea’ to be ‘Policyfied’. The participant interviews 

have revealed the potential of several informal institutions to initiate policy 

change if the opportunity is available (see Chapter 9).  
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Figure 11.4 Policy Entrepreneur and the Web of Change help to keep the policy problem on the systemic agenda 
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The capacity to enable system transitions, as mentioned above, would be a key 

advantage of the proposed NfCA. The members of the Bottom-Up Institutional 

Mechanism, in having the opportunity to work close at the grassroots level, 

would provide policy actors opportunities to understand problems in socio-

ecological systems. Being closer to the grassroots level, the Bottom-Up 

Institutional Mechanism would enable place-based innovative solutions to 

address these problems. In this way, the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism 

would represent a fertile arena for niche-level innovations. The NfCA would 

therefore provide protection for niche-level innovations and better prevent them 

from being nullified or subjugated by the dominant paradigm.  

 

All this is possible if and when the policy actors within the semi-formal networks 

are diverse and relatively independent. For instance, semi-formal networks 

comprising of stakeholders such as researchers, academics and interest groups 

(see Chapter 9 and Figure 9.1), can be highly pluralistic. Unlike members of the 

formal institutional mechanism, these stakeholders would not necessarily be 

aligned with the dominant paradigm (as indicated in Chapter 8 and Chapter 9). 

Therefore, they do not have an obligation to protect the neoliberal status quo, 

presuming it still dominated. They would not be governed or directly controlled 

by the elite political powers or the bureaucracy. 

 

On the other hand, the semi-formal mechanisms would be an appropriate 

platform for effective collaboration. Being merely an augmentation to the 

currently operational formal institutional mechanism, this mechanism would not 

be a ‘break-away group’ but a space to engage in deliberation on problems of the 

grassroots level and more effective solutions for them. These features of the 

Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism would provide opportunities for niche-level 

innovations to thrive. Therefore, this mechanism would be open to accept 

proposals that are based on real needs and demands of communities at socio-

ecological systems, for system renewal and reorganisation as well as for nurturing 

of diversity. 
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Time to engage in the policy process  

Time allocated for the policy process is an important criterion for policy that 

seeks sustainability transitions, because time is crucial for broad-based 

participation as well as for collection and assimilation of relevant information. In 

its strongly bottom-up mode of operation, as well as in its wide networking, the 

NfCA would allow considerable time for the policy process. This is because the 

semi-formal forums - through their open, flexible and adaptive nature - can allow 

the required time for all stakeholders to engage in the policy process.  

Entry of information  

The empirical data in Chapters 9 and 10 indicate the importance of allowing full 

information to enter the policy process at an early stage for formulation of an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. The analysis of empirical data also 

indicated the importance of place-based information and knowledges generated 

from grassroots level. Access and assimilation of these knowledges are shown to 

be crucial in enabling system renewal and reorganisation, to best nurture diversity 

and enable niche-level innovations.  

 

While the RCM highlights the importance of information in the policy process, it 

does not specify how a wide variety of information, as required for climate 

change adaptation policy, can enter the policy process (see Chapter 5). Moreover, 

ACF theory argues that entry of information into the policy arena is sporadic and 

that this information is manipulated by coalitions to gain dominance over others. 

Alternatively, the PE Model actively seeks information for policy learning. As 

identified by Weible (2008), information acts as the causal driver for changes in 

policy images.  

 

The proposed NfCA, with its multi-disciplinary, Bottom-Up Institutional 

Mechanism would thus enable early entry of full and relevant information into 

the policy arena. This information would then inform effective policy learning 

leading to change belief systems, behaviour, and policy positions aligned with the 

dominant paradigm. As the members of the NfCA are diverse in type and 
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ideology, this policy approach would better enable diverse knowledges to inform 

transitions.   

Deliberation of many decision alternatives and use of a 

variety of decision criteria for evaluation of policy options  

The capacity of the policy process to consider many policy options or alternatives 

would also be an important criterion for enabling sustainability, as is the capacity 

of the policy process to allow a wide range of decision criteria to be used in 

evaluating policy options. Semi-Formal Networks, which are open and flexible in 

nature, can enable many policy alternatives to enter the policy process. They can 

also allow the use of socio-ecological sustainability oriented criteria, rather than 

economic growth oriented criteria in evaluating these alternatives.  

 

Therefore, as indicated in Figure 9.1, through its Bottom Up Institutional 

Mechanis, the NfCA allows an open approach, where rigorous scientific analysis, 

community-based field level knowledges and knowledge held by politicians, 

parties and organised groups and the media are evaluated (Head 2008: 5). Such a 

forum can allow stakeholders to engage with each other on an even playing field, 

in order to determine policy problems and identify appropriate policy options for 

them (Head, 2008). As indicated in Table 9.1, this mechanism can strongly 

complement the pros and cons of the currently existing formal coordinating 

mechanism – which this thesis has found to be deficient – in using sustainability 

oriented policy options and decision criteria.  

Adaptive decision-making  

The capacity to enable adaptive decisions rather than one-off decisions is 

important as it allows the policy process to deal with uncertainty and complexity 

(see Chapters 3 and 4). None of the theoretical policy process models reviewed in 

Chapter 5 stressed the need for monitoring policy outcomes, because the models 

examined are not specifically required to address uncertainties and complexities. 

The empirical findings indicate the importance of drawing lessons from policy 

failure, and indicate the importance of using this information to improve the 
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policy and in moving forward (see Chapter 9). Addressing this requirement, the 

NfCA permits opening up of spaces or platforms as required for adaptive, flexible 

policy. 

  

The empirical findings indicate a need to have a mechanism for a continuous 

‘Inflow of Information’ from a multiplicity of sources. It is expected that 

problems can be redefined and resolved if there is a continuous inflow of 

information. There should also be a continuous ‘Outflow of Information’ from 

the policy action arena, which informs socio-ecological systems of the policy 

outcomes and best practices. If the continuity of the two-way information flow 

can be maintained over longer time periods, it represents a suitable mechanism 

for policy outcome monitoring and adaptive lesson learning. This capacity of the 

NfCA is indicated in Figure 11.5.  

Consideration of long-term policy outcomes 

If the policy process considers only short-term consequences of the policy, the 

resultant policy would be largely unsustainable and incapable of sustainability 

transitions. The existing policies with their focus on accelerated growth on a 

short-term basis indicate that the current policy process is not geared to consider 

long-term effects of the policy. System transitions only operate on a long-term 

basis and they take considerable time to take off.  

 

In addressing this issue, the proposed NfCA would facilitate consideration of 

long-term and sustained improvement of the socio-ecological systems. Policy 

enabled through NfCA would not be aligned with short-term economic growth 

and the dominant paradigm. This because its strongly bottom-up approach and 

multi-sectoral participatory mechanisms would enable a range of views to enter 

the policy process.  

 

Once an ‘Idea’ enters the policy process through the Bottom-Up Institutional 

Mechanism, it is subjected to ‘Policyfying’. There are opportunities during both 

steps, for its long-term consequences of the policy to be considered. In 
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prioritising long-term consequences through policy interventions, the NfCA 

would be capable of supporting system transitions.  

Policy integration 

 Finally, the capacity for policy integration horizontally and vertically is an 

important criterion for climate change adaptation policy process, because climate 

change impacts are felt across a multiplicity of scales. In light of the failure of the 

formal policy process to enable effective policy integration, this thesis identifies 

that the NfCA, through first, its Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism and second, 

its Web of Change would allow effective policy integration. Both these 

mechanisms would allow a diverse group of stakeholders from both formal and 

informal institutions to become engaged in driving climate change adaptation. 

 

As mentioned above, the composition of semi-formal networks would differ from 

the prevailing formal coordinating mechanisms because they are more open and 

pluralistic. These networks would accommodate different viewpoints, paradigms 

and policy positions. They would also provide spaces for deliberation and 

information sharing. Such semi-formal networks would allow a multiplicity of 

innovative information from the grassroots communities and practitioners to 

penetrate the policy arena. More importantly, they would encourage innovations 

and protect them from the dominant paradigm.  

 

The Web of Change is predominantly made up of participants from formal 

institutions, but does not preclude other interested parties from joining in. The 

Web-of Change would enable a policy entrepreneur to collaborate with other key 

actors in the climate change adaptation policy arena, thereby enabling policy 

integration across sectors.  

 

In addition to collaboration with the local stakeholders of the policy process, 

Howlett and Joshi-Kopp (2011: 86) point to the need for structures and resources 

that can facilitate international collaboration and policy learning in addressing 

environmental policy problems such as those caused by climate change. In this 

regard, the Bottom-Up Institutional Mechanism would act as a social learning 
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space that synthesises different perspectives (Henry, 2009: 133), through which 

policy experimentation or adaptive management can be advanced. The NfCA 

would facilitate this social learning space for strong collaboration through two-

way flow of information as indicated in Figure 11. 5.  
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Figure 11.5 The network for change approach for policy change 
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Conclusion 

Incrementalism and elitism are key characteristics of current policy processes in Sri 

Lanka. Elites drive the policy process within a neo-liberal growth approach that is 

centralised and closed. It allows only a selected group of people the authority over 

policy outcomes. Elite bureaucrats do not seek to include a broader range of 

knowledges and viewpoints into the policy process, and there is no effective 

mechanism for equitable and broad collaboration to inform policy formulation. 

Communities that are worst off are excluded from the process. A range of policy 

alternatives to inform long-term sustainability transitions go begging.  

 

Instead, the current policy arena seeks only remedial or management-oriented 

corrections to the policy, which poses as an inadequate response to the many 

uncertainties and complexities associated with climate change impacts. Policy 

change also occurs predominantly in a reactive manner to external events that can no 

longer be neglected. This furthers climate change impacts being addressed in an 

ineffective manner. This has led a weakening capacity of socio-ecological systems 

to adapt to external events over the long term.  

 

Making matters worse, policy monitoring and effective policy learning are neglected 

through current policy processes making policy decisions often inflexible one-offs, 

reflecting the lack of formal institutional capacity and mechanisms to be adaptive 

and to engage in effective policy outcome monitoring and policy learning. This 

further undermines policy from evolving and considering new issues, as required for 

policy to address complex and uncertain climate change impacts.  

 

In response to the above gaps and deficiencies in the current policy process, the 

thesis argues for a policy process that appreciates collaborative and proactive policy 

formulation. Appropriate policy process needs stakeholders, especially those at 

niche-level, to engage actively in adaptive policy decisions enabled through policy 

learning.  
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Figure 11.6 A simplified diagram of the network for change approach
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Such an approach is visible in the network for change approach, which has 

emerged from the literature review and empirical findings of this research, as 

indicated in a simplified form in Figure 11.6.  

 

In sum, a climate change adaptation policy enabled through a network for change 

approach would correctly identify and proactively address policy problems of 

highly vulnerable communities. This policy approach poses a capacity to enable 

policy that seeks system renewal and reorganisation and nurturing of diversity 

within socio-ecological systems. More importantly, this approach can support and 

protect niche-level innovations that can lead to fundamental change and system 

transitions to engender higher adaptive capacity.  
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     Discussion and Conclusion 

Sri Lanka is threatened with extreme events such as droughts, floods and climatic 

variations. These could lead to salinisation of water and soil, desertification, loss 

of biodiversity, increasing water shortages and rising temperatures. The fact that 

Sri Lanka is a developing country in the South Asian region, where a majority of 

people depend on natural resource based livelihoods, further deepens problems 

associated with climate change impacts. Communities facing climate change 

induced challenges are fast being depleted of their existing adaptive capacities 

due to the prevailing political economy—which is focused on accelerated 

growth—and to intensifying, ever increasing climate change impacts. This is the 

situation that required an investigation into proactive climate change adaptation 

policy, and has been the subject of this research. 

 

To guide the investigation, the following research questions were addressed:  

 

1. Is the existing key developmental policy in Sri Lanka, conducive to 

adapting to climate change? 

2. How can Sri Lanka adapt to issues/problems arising from climate change? 

3. Is the present policy process capable of enabling an appropriate climate 

change adaptation policy?  

4. If the existing policy process is not suitable, what alternative processes are 

capable of enabling an appropriate climate change adaptation policy for 

Sri Lanka? 

 

In attempting to address these questions, a wide range of literature was reviewed. 

The results of this review are reported in Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5. The literature 

reviewed in Chapter 2 indicated that socio-ecological problems associated with 

climate change impacts can be better perceived and addressed through policy 

positions formed through ecologically-oriented viewpoints, ideologies and 

paradigms. Chapter 3 indicated the weaknesses of the concept of ‘sustainable 
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development’ and tentatively identified socio-ecological sustainability as an 

‘appropriate’ foundation for policies that attempt to address problems associated 

with climate change, which are embedded in socio-ecological landscapes. The 

literature reviewed in Chapter 4 directed the research towards an adaptive 

capacity approach, including the possibility of using system transitions for 

enhancing adaptive capacities of socio-ecological systems.  

 

In turn, analysis of literature on the policy process, reported in Chapter 5, 

indicated that a suitable policy process is a necessary prerequisite for an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy. None of the models of the policy 

process examined have the capacity to enable development of a multi-sectoral, 

multi-level complex policy such as a climate change adaptation policy. However, 

components of a number of policy process models can be utilised in developing 

such a policy.  

 

The empirical investigation was carried out predominantly through a qualitative 

approach, which allowed consideration of rich and context-specific information. 

The research strategy was formulated so as to allow the entry of multi-

dimensional perspectives into the research process. It also allowed these 

perspectives to be validated through a multiplicity of sources. Data collection 

through interviews was conducted in a stratified purposeful manner so that a 

multiplicity of views could be included. Two key categories of policy actors were 

selected: bureaucrats from key institutions of the climate change adaptation 

policy arena, and other policy actors who were closely allied with Sri Lanka’s 

climate change adaptation process. 

 

Policy perspectives on ‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation policy offered in 

this thesis draw on the views of 30 policy actors who were requested to explain 

(a) the existing policy context; (b) what they understood climate change 

adaptation to involve; and (c) what they considered to be an appropriate policy 

process for the formulation of an appropriate policy response. These perspectives 

were supplemented by analysis of other primary and of secondary data sources, 

such as government publications and budgetary allocations.  
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This research methodology allowed the research to be rigorous, deep, complex 

and rich, and prevented the researcher from accepting viewpoints of policy actors 

unquestioningly, by allowing opportunities to verify information through a 

multiplicity of sources and ensuring the robustness of the research.  

 

The objective of the research was to provide a clear direction for an ‘appropriate’ 

adaptation policy for Sri Lanka, rather than to draw up the ‘National climate 

change adaptation policy’ per se. Such an effort to set out the climate change 

adaptation policy for Sri Lanka, to be then ‘communicated’ to communities and 

stakeholders, would mirror the current top-down approach and contravene key 

recommendations of the thesis.   

 

The investigation did not seek to analyse sectoral policies in Sri Lanka. Rather, it 

aimed to understand the paradigm on which existing national policies are based, 

and to comprehend key policy positions, in order to ascertain whether they could 

provide a firm foundation for enhancing adaptive capacities—within a framework 

of socio-ecological sustainability—as conceptualised by the theoretical 

framework. 

 

While the thesis critically reviewed climate change policies in the South Asian 

Regional Countries (SAARC), it did not attempt to evaluate their policy 

outcomes. In focusing on these regional policies, the concern of the thesis was to 

draw lessons from them that were relevant to Sri Lanka. Delving deeply into 

details of national or sectoral policies in the SAARC countries, or understanding 

their institutional or governance consequences, would not be appropriate, because 

these policies have been set in different contexts.  

 

Within these parameters, Chapters 9 and 10 set out a policy direction and a 

framework for an appropriate climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka. 

Following this, Chapter 11 outlines a prescriptive approach for the policy process 

that would enable such a policy.  



338 

 

Policy implications of the research 

 

The following section discusses the policy implications of the research by setting 

out first, the theoretical framework, and then the empirical findings.  

Impact of paradigms and policy positions on sustainability 

One of the main theoretical arguments in the thesis is that policy positions of 

policy actors can play a key role in identifying policy problems as well as in 

formulating solutions to address these problems. The literature indicates that 

policies embedded in anthropocentric viewpoints and the dominant paradigm of 

neoliberal growth has a tendency towards reductionist policy positions. Policy 

positions based on the dominant paradigm seek neoliberalist economic growth as 

the solution to all social and ecological problems arising from climate change. 

Though the literature cautions against maladaptation, it displays little ability to 

understand the paradigms and policy positions underlying the overarching 

policies of the country, as significant causes of maladaptation.  

 

The investigation revealed that Sri Lanka’s key policy actors in the climate 

change policy arena are strongly aligned with the dominant paradigm and pursuit 

of accelerated economic growth. They hold reductionist, technocentric policy 

positions. Sustained economic growth is expected to resolve all climate change 

related policy problems experienced within socio-ecological systems. This 

finding has serious policy implications. Policy actors in Sri Lanka are ill prepared 

to take holistic, systemic approaches when identifying policy problems and 

seeking policy solutions for them.  

 

Another theoretical argument is that developing countries seeking accelerated 

growth through neoliberal approaches usually pursue a dependency development 

trajectory. Dependency development has been proven to cause degradation of 

socio-ecological systems and to aggravate vulnerabilities because it approves or 

condones depletion of common pool resources and degradation of common pool 

sinks as long as there is economic growth.  
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Sri Lanka’s overarching policy is characterised by its dependency development 

trajectory, its trickle-down approach and its disregard of the natural resource 

base. The drive for development that relies on the pursuit of foreign exchange 

appears to undermine itself by further exacerbating social and ecological 

problems. Though statistics indicate increasing economic growth, policy 

outcomes indicate increasing regional disparity within the country. The benefits 

of development are focused in major urban centres, with grassroots communities 

expected benefit through the trickle-down effect.  

 

Poverty is a serious barrier to climate change adaptation. It is evident that the 

prevalent trickle-down approach is not constructive in alleviating poverty and 

associated vulnerabilities of communities. Over and above the absolute levels of 

poverty, it is clear that there are serious regional developmental disparities within 

the country that create stark discrepancies, making some socio-ecological systems 

highly vulnerable to climate change impacts.  

 

Regional disparities are concealed due to the use of aggregate statistics that mask 

grassroots level problems such as the lack of healthcare, nutrition, education and 

common amenities. The propensity to use inappropriate information can prevent 

climate change adaptation being centred on those who are disadvantaged and 

made vulnerable, through existing circumstances.  

 

Despite such evidence, policy actors were of the view that marginal changes to 

the existing sectoral policy were sufficient to allow climate change adaptation. 

These policy actors called for a development paradigm that is based on neo-

liberalism and its attendant trickle-down approach. However, the empirical 

findings indicate that an adaptation policy should not be based on a trickle-down 

approach, as it cannot resolve regional disparities and vulnerabilities.  

 

The literature clearly indicates the importance of the natural resource base for 

sustaining the wellbeing of the socio-ecological systems. From this perspective it 

is clear that the existing developmental drive is inappropriate as a basis for a 

climate change adaptation policy. Contrary to the requirement for sustenance of 

the natural resources base, the empirical findings show that the natural resource 
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base of the country is fast declining and is being seriously threatened by past and 

on-going developmental activities that seek accelerated economic growth. 

 

The present distribution of developmental benefits will not allow resources for 

the periphery to address impacts of climate change. Rather, the existing mode of 

economic growth can lead to exacerbation of regional vulnerabilities. Climate 

change adaptation requires overall development at the community level, rather 

than expecting developmental benefits to trickle-down. Such community level 

development can be enabled only through engaging in context-specific, place-

based interventions that allow socio-ecological systems to co-evolve with 

changing conditions, and so address specific issues that they face as a result of 

climate change impacts. Since existing vulnerabilities within socio-ecological 

systems are a result of the current policy regime, marginal changes to the same 

regime cannot enable effective climate change adaptation.  

 

Another theoretical concept refers to the ‘developmental state’, which takes over 

policy formulation and implementation, and whose overarching policy is 

accelerated economic growth. In seeking sustained growth, the ‘developmental 

state’ creates institutions that take top-down, centralised approaches. The 

‘developmental state’ and its institutions utilise the concept of sustainable 

development in furthering their economic growth objectives. The sustainable 

development concept is strongly contested since it has failed to deliver the 

balanced social, economical and ecological growth that it promised.  

 

The concept of socio-ecological sustainability offers an alternative approach that 

could enable more holistic development. However, there is a deficiency in the 

literature on climate change adaptation, in its failure to identify the absolute need 

to ground adaptation on a socio-ecologically sustainable developmental 

paradigm. Nor has the literature made serious attempts to determine whether such 

a foundation is available in any of the countries where adaptation policy is being 

formulated and implemented. It is as if both analysts and policy practitioners see 

adaptation policy as a stand-alone intervention that exists within a silo without 

being affected by the overarching policy of the respective country.  
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The empirical findings from Sri Lanka challenge this position, clearly indicating 

that a strong ‘developmental state’ can make climate change adaptation policy 

arena markedly biased towards sustained economic growth. Sri Lanka banks on 

the concept of sustainable development in seeking sustained growth. This 

reflects, in part, the major power disparities between policy actors in economic 

institutions and environmental institutions. In addition, policy actors in 

environmental institutions appear to be comfortable with the semblance of long-

term sustainability associated with the prevailing concept of sustainable 

development. This bias has caused enhanced vulnerabilities and maladaptation in 

a number of sectors.  

 

Empirical findings also reveal that the ‘developmental state’ is strongly resistant 

to change towards more socio-ecologically oriented approaches. Budgetary 

allocations for sectoral institutions and provincial institutions are made on 

condition that proposed interventions are aligned with the accelerated growth 

drive of the Mahinda Chintana (MCVF, 2010). As such, the policy arena does not 

identify a requirement to seek socio-ecological sustainability.  

 

Many actors in the policy arena take highly centralised and top-down approaches 

in identifying policy problems as well as in seeking solutions for them. 

Information from provincial and local level institutions indicates that they are not 

empowered to follow interventions aligned with socio-ecological sustainability. 

The subsidiarity principle is thus contravened, and the capacity for these 

institutions to be instrumental in alleviating local level socio-ecological problems 

is undermined.  

 

These findings have several policy implications. One is that existing 

developmental paradigms and pathways are not equipped to enable long-term 

socio-ecological sustainability. Sri Lanka’s current policy approach is poor, 

mainly in terms of its failure to adequately take into account the implications of 

growing inequality, regional disparities and the need for socio-ecological 

sustainability. Since it is clear that the present policy approach has led to 

deterioration of livelihoods, to removal of options within socio-ecological 
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systems and to the increase in regional disparity, there is a clear argument for 

transitions towards socio-ecological sustainability.  

 

However, since socio-ecological sustainability cannot support sustained 

economic growth in an accelerated manner, the concept is not popular within the 

‘developmental state’, which favours the status quo. Since the ‘developmental 

state’ has created strong institutional power disparities, causing environmental 

and social developmental agencies to become followers of the dominant 

paradigm, any move away from the current regime is strongly resisted. Therefore, 

in seeking sustainability transitions, the dominant paradigm needs to be 

challenged, if a suitable policy base is to be established for appropriate climate 

change adaptation.  

 

It is not only Sri Lanka that adheres to the dominant paradigm. The overview of 

SAARC Regional policy indicates that climate change adaptation policies in the 

region are also based on the dominant paradigm of neoliberal economic growth. 

This indicates the importance of establishing suitable and alternative policies, not 

only for Sri Lanka, but also for the region.  

Understanding and addressing policy problems of climate 

change impacts 

Another key theoretical insight is that autonomous climate change adaptation is 

impossible when communities are burdened with high levels of poverty. Poverty 

inevitably makes communities less capable of engaging in climate change 

adaptation, since immediate survival needs are their priority. The literature argues 

that poverty is not the only cause of vulnerability to climate change. The 

availability of different forms of resources, the capacity to call for resources 

when needed, and the flexibility afforded by having a number of options—all 

these can reduce climate change vulnerabilities of systems. 

 

The key policy actors in the climate change adaptation policy arena did not 

always show an awareness of the conflict between neoliberal economic growth 

and climate change adaptation. Indeed many were of the view that a national 



343 

 

level policy for climate change adaptation was unnecessary, since climate change 

problems could be addressed through existing economic growth. However, others 

identified a strong need for a national level climate change adaptation policy. 

 

These findings have important policy implications. Since the existing policy 

regime sees poverty alleviation as the only requirement for adaptation, and the 

trickle-down approach as the means of achieving this, the policy regime is 

incapable of supporting appropriate adaptation. The targeted, context-specific 

measures required to enable communities to adapt to climate change need to be 

understood and accepted. Since the centralised institutions are not conducive for 

addressing social and ecological problems at the local level, alternative 

institutional mechanisms are called for.  

 

A key theoretical understanding on climate change and its impact is the existence 

of a high degree of complexity and uncertainty. The literature on climate change 

places its impacts at the highest end of the complexity continuum, and highlights 

the way in which uncertainties surrounding climate change and its impacts 

impinge on policy decisions for adaptation. The fact that socio-ecological 

systems are also highly complex adds to the uncertainty. 

 

The literature that deals with resilient and complex adaptive systems indicates the 

importance of being flexible and adaptive when addressing complexities and 

uncertainties of socio-ecological systems. Being adaptive involves continuous 

monitoring of policy outcomes and learning from these. It requires being open to 

the risk of making mistakes and having the capacity to learn from them. It 

involves being flexible enough to change policy tools or even goals when 

required. The literature recommends such an approach in adaptive management.  

 

The literature also identifies that harsh problems such as climate change can only 

be resolved through special sorts of local knowledges that will only become 

available if local people and stakeholders are welcomed as active and influential 

participants in the policy process. Thus, co-management is identified as an 

important approach when there are irreducible complexities and uncertainties.  
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Policy actors in the climate change adaptation policy arena in Sri Lanka, as well 

as those in SAARC countries, appear to be reluctant to take direct action on 

adaptation. They cite uncertainties and complexities associated with climate 

change as reasons for this reluctance. These policy actors tend to wait for more 

evidence and information before doing anything. They clearly use lack of 

information as an excuse for avoiding blame for their inaction. The complexities 

and uncertainties have also made policy actors more reactive than proactive in 

addressing impacts. 

 

Having a strong disregard for locally appropriate knowledges, policy actors in Sri 

Lanka attempt to identify policy problems associated with climate change 

through a top-down approach. This has resulted in policy problems related to 

climate change being categorised as poverty-induced issues. Consequently, they 

attempt to resolve climate change related policy problems through inappropriate 

subsidies and aid related policies.  

 

Another important empirical finding is that many interventions of the central 

government that have sought to address problems of communities have failed due 

to the top-down approach on which they were based. In addressing this issue, the 

climate change adaptation policy of Nepal appears to move towards an adaptive, 

collaborative approach. Certain policy actors in Sri Lanka, too, clearly identified 

the importance of being adaptive. However it was also observed that there is a 

lack of mechanisms to enable effective monitoring of policy outcomes, an 

essential prerequisite for an adaptive approach.  

 

The analysis also identified the importance of collaboration with grassroots level 

communities, and the need for many forms of knowledge to enter the policy 

process. It was clear that existing institutional mechanisms are incapable of both 

understanding policy problems associated with climate change and of addressing 

them appropriately. 

 

These findings have many policy implications. Complexities and uncertainties 

about climate change related policy problems make them difficult to identify and 

address through the current top-down approach. Similarly, existing institutional 
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mechanisms that approach problems in a top-down or centralised manner are 

inefficient and ineffective.  

 

The literature identifies social capital as a means for achieving community 

empowerment. It also identifies community level knowledges and skills as being 

important, since these socio-ecological knowledges have helped generations to 

endure the waves of adversity and change. Such co-produced knowledge can 

facilitate appropriate adaptation. Various bottom-up mechanisms are proposed; 

among them, the subsidiarity principle indicates the importance of taking policy 

decisions close to the affected communities.    

 

In relating these issues to Sri Lanka, the research has revealed several problems: 

(a) the lack of a clear focus on community empowerment for effective 

participation in the policy process; (b) a gap in vertical institutional participation 

in the policy process; and (c) a failure of niche-level needs and aspirations to be 

transferred to the centralised policy process, with the existing formal institutions 

not being geared for this. The subsidiarity principle has been virtually ignored in 

the climate change adaptation policy process. 

 

A major policy implication of these findings is that there is a need for an 

institutional mechanism that can enable an adaptive co-management type of 

approach. Adaptive co-management needs to allow operationalisation of the 

subsidiarity principle, thus facilitating co-produced knowledge to seek 

appropriate adaptation. Since it has been made clear that existing institutions 

cannot enable such an approach, new institutional forms—those that can play a 

key role in enabling appropriate adaptation to climate change—need to be 

identified and developed. Such institutional mechanisms need to enable 

recognition of many forms of knowledge and open up avenues for stakeholder 

deliberation, thus strengthening horizontal and cross-scale linkages and creating 

space for iterative learning.  
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Appropriate climate change adaptation 

This raises a broader question: What is ‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation 

policy? The literature indicates that existing policy and research focus largely on 

three indirect, reductionist approaches: the impact approach, the vulnerability 

approach and the resilience approach. While the impact approach and the 

vulnerability approach appear to be predominantly reactive and event driven, 

much of the literature strongly recommends the resilience approach. While the 

resilience approach does take a more holistic outlook than the two other 

approaches, it primarily alludes to short-term coping ability, or the ability of the 

system to remain in the same stable configuration.  

 

Against this, the adaptive capacity approach appears to provide a better 

alternative. According to this approach, a system with high levels of adaptive 

capacity is not required to remain in its original state, or to merely ‘cope with 

changes’. Systems with higher adaptive capacity are flexible and co-evolve with 

changing circumstances, using available resources. Such systems have the 

capacity to call for resources when the need is identified.   

 

Empirical data show that most SAARC countries, including Sri Lanka, presently 

follow either the impact approach or the vulnerability approach. However 

countries such as Nepal, Bangladesh and Afghanistan show traces of the adaptive 

capacity approach. Interview data indicate that policy actors in Sri Lanka 

sometimes attempt the resilience approach, but mostly follow the more 

reductionist approaches. 

 

These findings indicate an appropriate climate change policy needs a more 

holistic approach, since reductionist approaches can lead to maladaptation. 

Instances were shown how the impact approach by itself cannot enable 

communities to adapt, since adapting against one particular impact does not allow 

immunity against a different or unforseen impact. The vulnerability approach by 

itself predominantly seeks to eliminate poverty. While poverty is a major concern 

in Sri Lanka and her neighbouring countries, economic growth alone cannot 
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alleviate climate change vulnerability, especially when sought through a trickle-

down approach.  

 

Resilience against exacerbating climate change impacts appears futile over the 

long term. Policy interventions through the resilience approach have sought for 

socio-ecological systems to remain stable and unchanging. It has been indicated 

that the community has rejected these approaches. This is not surprising because 

in the face of exacerbating climate change impacts, policies that seek to maintain 

the status quo can drive systems to collapse and communities to migrate.  

 

Alternatively, an adaptive capacity approach has been shown to be more effective 

in allowing impacts to be addressed. Though the literature supports the idea that 

the adaptive capacity approach is superior, the current knowledge base is silent 

on how adaptive capacity can be enhanced. It is as if adaptive capacity 

enhancement can be achieved through incremental changes in the existing policy. 

 

However, as has already been argued, the current policy regime, driven by the 

dominant paradigm, can only heighten vulnerabilities and lower already existing 

adaptive capacities. Therefore, a gap is apparent in the existing knowledge base, 

which accepts, wrongly, that climate change adaptation can be achieved through 

incremental change with the present policy regime. This is a serious deficiency 

because the existing regime, which has itself caused these vulnerabilities, cannot 

be expected to be improved through incremental policy change. 

 

In attempting to provide a solution, another branch of literature—that dealing 

with sustainability transitions indicates an approach that can enable such radical 

transformations from the existing policy regime. In doing so, this branch of 

literature highlights the value of examining system transitions as a mechanism 

that could enable enhanced adaptive capacity in a sustainable and substantive 

manner. This knowledge base also indicated that system transitions are difficult 

to effect, at least initially, due to systemic resistance. However, once initiated, 

transitions can take socio-ecological systems to a higher adaptive capacity that 

can sustain and progress over time, as has been indicated in Chapter 4.  
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Some policy actors in Sri Lanka clearly indicated that the existing policy 

paradigm cannot enable effective climate change adaptation, due to reasons 

discussed above. Though policy actors identified the need for fundamental 

change, they could not identify means of enabling such change. They also 

described radical policy changes as difficult to achieve due to the focus on 

protecting the status quo.  

 

Neither researchers nor policy makers engaged with climate change adaptation 

have studied deeply how system transitions could be driven through a national 

level policy. However, the general literature on system transitions has indicated 

the importance of niche-level innovations in driving transitions. Niche-level 

innovations are identified as technologies, practices or interventions that seek to 

address existing gaps and deficiencies, identified by actors at the grassroots level.  

 

System transitions literature identifies the need for the existence of ‘raw material’ 

within systems, including natural resources, institutional capacity and social 

capital, which can be used for niche-level innovations. More importantly, this 

literature identifies the need to protect niche-level innovations from the existing 

regime and the need to support them until they gain visibility, and showcase their 

capacity to address policy problems of the system. System transitions literature 

identifies the need to improve the flexibility to manoeuvre, or to gain ‘head-

room’ so as to provide opportunities for niche-level innovations to materialise. 

 

In line with this literature, the empirical findings indicated the importance of 

niche-level innovations for Sri Lanka. NGOs and the media in particular 

identified the potential of various niche-level actors for initiating such 

innovations. These participants identified the overwhelming state sponsorship 

that was made available for policy interventions that were aligned with the 

dominant paradigm and its status quo. More importantly, they revealed that 

niche-level innovations were not supported by the current policy regime, since 

these innovations are not aligned with the dominant paradigm.  

 

The analysis made it clear that reductionist policy interventions that were aligned 

with the dominant paradigm could lead to limitations being placed on the room to 
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manoeuvre—or head-room—for niche-level innovations in Sri Lanka. A serious 

policy gap has been revealed, where the existing policy regime fails to provide 

opportunities to utilise the potentials for niche-level innovations; this needs to be 

further investigated through research and addressed through policy. Therefore, an 

appropriate climate change adaptation policy needs to support niche-level 

innovations that seek to address policy problems at community level, especially 

those innovations that are not aligned with the existing policy regime. It is 

through such niche-level innovations that deficiencies or poor adaptive capacities 

in the system could be addressed.  

The literature on complex adaptive systems also indicates the importance of 

system renewal and reorganisation. Theory in this area indicates that systems 

have the capacity to renew and reorganise, provided that suitable conditions are 

available within the system. Therefore, it is important to make diverse options 

available within the system as necessary raw material for renewal and 

reorganisation as well as for niche-level innovations. The literature also makes it 

clear that system renewal and reorganisation, and niche-level innovations, are 

possible only if policy learning is allowed. This requires policy to be flexible and 

open to learning from policy failures; that is, to be adaptive.  

 

Empirical findings from Sri Lanka and from the policies in the SAARC region 

indicate the importance of system renewal and reorganisation occurring within 

socio-ecological systems. These findings indicated that top-down approaches 

cannot enable system renewal and reorganisation. In fact, top-down interventions 

have a strong potential to erode community-based knowledges and prevent them 

from being utilised for system renewal and reorganisation. There is a large 

evidence base to show that expert driven, technocentric policy interventions have 

failed to enhance adaptive capacity or, even worse, have led to maladaptation, 

causing socio-ecological systems to lose even their existing adaptive capacities 

that have been co-evolved over centuries.  

 

The empirical findings indicate that socio-ecological systems are losing their 

diversity. Existing policies appear to degrade the natural resources, institutional 

capacity and social capital that would enable system renewal and reorganisation 
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and niche-level innovations. Biological diversity, different forms of knowledge 

and skills, a multiplicity of social and policy institutions—all these are 

deteriorating under the policy interventions that seek conformity with the 

dominant paradigm of accelerated economic growth. However, several countries 

in the SAARC region appear to have identified the importance of nurturing 

diversity within socio-ecological systems.  

 

In summary, the thesis recommends a theoretical framework for system 

transitions, through enabling system renewal and reorganisation, allowing 

nurturing of the diversity and supporting niche-level innovations. Climate change 

adaptation policy that seeks adaptive capacity enhancement through system 

transitions should take a bottom-up approach that allows multiplicity of 

knowledges and perspectives to be utilised.  

 

A policy that supports system renewal and reorganisation, and niche-level 

innovations should have a strong drive to nurture a diversity of options within the 

systems. Since an appropriate policy needs to enable niche-level innovations, 

such a policy should include a strong thrust towards grassroots level research and 

development. Since the existing institutional mechanisms have been shown to be 

rigid and inflexible, it is necessary to facilitate alternative institutions that are 

capable of policy learning and adaptiveness. These can be achieved only through 

opening up platforms for stakeholder collaboration at a multiplicity of levels, 

which allows exchange of knowledge, needs and aspirations of different 

stakeholders. 

 

This raises a problem: Can the existing policy process generate and support such 

a policy, and if not, what kind of policy process can do so? There appears to be a 

serious gap in the current knowledge base on climate change adaptation regarding 

the policy process. Literature on climate change adaptation rarely if ever has 

talked about the importance of the policy process in enabling appropriate climate 

change adaptation policy. However, the public policy literature strongly indicates 

that the nature of the policy is dependent on the policy process followed. For 

instance, it has been explained that a policy process based on certain specific 

criteria can enable a policy that allows sustainability. 
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A broad knowledge base exists on different models of the policy process. A 

pluralistic, collaborative policy process is identified as important for multi-

sectoral, multi-level policies, a view supported by the empirical findings which 

indicate the importance of enabling strong community and stakeholder 

engagement in the policy process. Certain policy models can enable only 

incremental change from the existing policy, while other models can allow only 

top-down approaches. Most of the policy process models are predominantly 

reactive and many models do not allow information to be used for policy 

learning. None of the models of the policy process reviewed provides an 

approach that could enable an appropriate climate change adaptation policy.  

 

The empirical findings indicate that earlier policies that attempted to address 

social problems caused by climate change in Sri Lanka failed due to their silo-

like approach and top-down decision making. Overall, at present there is an 

incremental, elite policy process in the climate change policy arena. The current 

policy process in Sri Lanka cannot support policies that incorporate sustainability 

criteria (see Chapters 4 and 11).  Policy objectives on climate change adaptation 

are fixed by bureaucrats through a top-down approach, without much regard to 

the aspirations, needs and capabilities of the socio-ecological systems. The 

existing policy process does not consider the inherent complexities and emergent 

properties of socio-ecological systems, and thus envisions climate change 

adaptation as synonymous with poverty alleviation. There is no mechanism to 

evaluate a range of policy options, based on the needs of socio-ecological 

systems.  

 

Certain policy actors, especially those working at the sub-national level, indicated 

the lack of appropriate policy direction as a reason for failure in addressing 

climate change impacts at the grassroots level. Other policy actors emphasised 

the need for mechanisms and institutions that could reach communities. They 

indicated that it was only through such mechanisms and institutions that context-

specific, place-based interventions could be operationalised as required in 

adapting to climate change. There is limited collaboration, especially across 

vertical levels. Though there are certain formal coordinating mechanisms, these 

were ineffective in allowing collaboration. 



352 

 

In addition, adaptive policies are not enabled through the current policy process. 

The existing mechanisms for policy monitoring are focused purely on inputs and 

outputs, rather than on policy outcomes, which prevents learning from previous 

policy experience.  It is also made clear that a policy process approach that allows 

proactive policy formulation is needed to address climate change impacts. These 

findings imply the necessity of an alternative policy process approach for the 

climate change adaptation policy arena. In particular as the existing elite-centred 

policy model cannot support appropriate adaptation, a bottom-up policy process 

is required.  

 

In addressing deficiencies in existing policy processes the thesis does not 

recommend major overhauling of the existing formal mechanisms of the policy 

process. Rather, it stresses the need to augment the existing institutions with a 

novel mechanism that allows a strong bottom-up approach that is well geared to 

drive system renewal and reorganisation, nurturing of diversity and niche-level 

innovations. The thesis proposes a ‘Network for Change Approach’. A key 

attribute of the proposed policy process is its capacity to provide spaces for 

policy implementers and researchers to engage with communities and other 

stakeholders, to seek different forms of knowledge and to utilise these 

knowledges to engage in niche-level innovations. The Network for Change 

approach includes a forum that is semi-formal in nature, which  can allow a 

plurality of viewpoints that cannot be made available through the top-level formal 

coordinating mechanism of the ‘developmental state’ aligned with the dominant 

paradigm.  

 

The prescribed approach would allow effective collaboration among stakeholders 

and strengthen their horizontal and vertical coordination. It uses a bottom-up 

approach, enabled through semi-formal forums, which act as bridging institutions 

between the systemic agenda and the institutional agenda. The approach provides 

a space for co-produced knowledge, trust building, sense making, learning, 

vertical and horizontal collaboration as well as conflict resolution among 

different stakeholder groups.  
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The proposed semi-formal forums have the capacity to generate niche-level 

innovations that deviate from those initiated by the existing regime. Semi-formal 

forums, linked by policy entrepreneurs, also have the capacity to protect niche-

level innovations or ‘ideas’ from the prevailing regime. More importantly, 

through the semi-formal forums, the approach opens up windows of opportunity 

that allow policy entrepreneurs to engage with the ‘ideas’ generated at the 

grassroots level, that reflect real needs and aspirations of climate change affected 

communities.  

 

Another component of the approach, referred to as the Web of Change, supports 

these niche-level innovations and assists in ‘policyfying’ them. Once an ‘idea’ 

from the systemic agenda is identified, policy entrepreneurs take it to the Web of 

Change to be ‘policyfied’. This ‘policyfying’ can occur by means of examining 

many policy options through the use of a multiplicity of policy criteria. By its 

nature, this approach can allow a variety of information to enter the policy 

process so as to allow policy learning and social learning. The two-way flow of 

information allows for knowledge sharing and adaptiveness.  

Implications for further research 

In-depth studies are needed to translate theoretical knowledge on system 

transitions into practical policy interventions. It is necessary to carry out research 

to determine how system renewal and reorganisation, nurturing of diversity 

within socio-ecological systems and niche-level innovations can be enabled in 

real life. In this regard, empirical investigations focused at understanding policy 

and social incentives (and disincentives) at national, regional and global levels, 

would be of great value to the global knowledge base on climate change 

adaptation. 

 

The thesis established the requirement of a bottom-up policy process in enabling 

effective adaptation. During the course of this research, it became apparent that 

there are already bodies such as farmer associations that operate in different parts 

of the country. These are informal stand-alone institutions, devoid of 
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characteristics of semi-formal bodies. However, they could be empowered to 

form a part of semi-formal forums; as such, their capacities and problems need 

further investigation.  

 

The existing community-level institutions appear to be riddled with unresolved 

structural and functional issues. Since community participation is an integral 

component of the proposed policy approach, research that could identify issues 

and problems of these institutions would be valuable. It is also important to carry 

out research to investigate and draw lessons from cases where such institutions 

have been successfully operationalized.   

 

By working with these groups, it would be possible to understand how the 

incumbent policy regime discourages or dissuades innovations and how system 

renewal and reorganisation, and nurturing of diverse options, can be encouraged. 

Such bodies could also provide information on how, in practice, niche-level 

innovations could be supported and protected from an incumbent regime that is 

unsympathetic to research and innovation not aligned with the status quo.   

 

It is also important to undertake investigations that would assist in obtaining the 

perspectives of vulnerable communities, their representatives, private sector 

organisations and insurance communities to better identify the structure and 

operationalisation of semi-formal forums. It may also be instructive to undertake 

research into developing indicators that can be used in determining the level of 

adaptive capacity that exists within socio-ecological systems. Such indicators 

would be important for comparative studies and in determining context-specific 

strategies for enabling system transitions. 

 

There is an urgent need for better cooperation within the SAARC region with 

respect to climate change adaptation (Buzan & Segal, 1994; Wignaraja & 

Hussain, 1989). In its absence, the increasing visibility of climate change impacts 

is likely to lead to competition among countries for dwindling resources such as 

water and arable land. In fact, without equitable sharing of resources, climate 

change impacts could lead to civil conflicts in and between resource-poor 

countries; such conflicts could then spread among other nations (Adger et al., 
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2005; Barnett, 2003). Already many ‘water wars’ exist, as about 40 per cent of 

humans live in river basins shared by more than two countries (Hindmarsh, 2008: 

193), and these conflicts might be amenable to resolution through strong regional 

cooperation.  

 

While much work has occurred on regional cooperation in the EU region, 

requirements and opportunities for regional cooperation, especially in relation to 

climate change adaptation, are not well documented for the SAARC region. Such 

research would open up a platform for information sharing and lesson learning. 

For instance, in-depth investigations into capacities and deficiencies of existing 

formal and informal institutions in agricultural, fisheries and water sectors, to 

enable system transitions, would be valuable. Such research could be based on 

criteria identified by thesis (see Table 10.1). 

 

It would also be interesting to explore case studies within the region, that have 

attempted to address grassroots level problems through interventions that sought 

system renewal and reorganisation, nurturing diversity or niche-level innovations. 

In this regard institutions in formal and informal sectors, as well as individuals, 

could provide important information. Case studies in the region that can point out 

past successes as well as those that reveal lost opportunities and maladaptations  

could provide immensely important resources for future regional adaptation. In 

this regard, examining national level policies that have supported or discouraged 

social, technological and economic interventions that sought to address problems 

at socio-ecological systems level would be important.  

 

Operationalising an adaptive co-management approach for attaining higher 

adaptive capacity, identified as essential in this thesis, also needs further study. 

The thesis has not delved deeply into ways and means for enabling an adaptive 

co-management mechanism. This is because the adaptive co-management 

approach is highly context-specific. Establishing a mechanism for adaptive co-

management depends on the nature and structure of existing formal and informal 

institutions within specific socio-ecological systems and, as such, this is an 

essential area for future research.  
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In conclusion, the main aim of this thesis has been to understand what is 

‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation. This is important, as this knowledge can 

instruct the direction and components of a national climate change adaptation 

policy for Sri Lanka, as well as in general, for countries in the region. The 

theoretical framework used and the research methodology followed have allowed 

the thesis to achieve this objective.  

 

Since lack of a plausible direction for adaptation policy would lead to the 

diffusion and disintegration of any efforts towards effective and equitable 

adaptation, the thesis has attempted to provide an understanding of existing 

policy positions, policy directions and policy processes. Since existing policies, 

policy processes and institutional mechanisms were found to be unsuitable in 

enabling an appropriate climate change adaptation policy, the thesis has proposed 

an alternative policy direction and policy process. In doing so, the thesis has 

contributed towards development of a holistic, systems-based approach that is 

required for appropriate climate change adaptation for Sri Lanka.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the main aim of this thesis has been to understand what 

‘appropriate’ climate change adaptation is. This is important, as this knowledge 

can instruct the direction and components of a national climate change adaptation 

policy for Sri Lanka, as well as in general, for countries in the region. The 

theoretical framework used and the research methodology followed have allowed 

the thesis to achieve this objective.  

 

Since lack of a plausible direction for adaptation policy would lead to the 

diffusion and disintegration of any efforts towards effective and equitable 

adaptation, the thesis has attempted to provide an understanding of existing 

policy positions, policy directions and policy processes. Since existing policies, 

policy processes and institutional mechanisms were found to be unsuitable in 

enabling an appropriate climate change adaptation policy, the thesis has proposed 

an alternative policy direction and policy process. In doing so, the thesis has 



357 

 

contributed towards development of a holistic, systems-based approach that is 

seen to be required for appropriate climate change adaptation for Sri Lanka.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Information of Interview Participants 

Participant 

number 

Position and Organisation Place 

interviewed 

Date 

AI.1 Senior officer Ministry of 

Environment  

Battaramulla 15th  May, 2010 

AI.2 Senior officer Ministry of 

Industrial Development 

Colombo 12th April, 2010 

AI.3 Senior officer Ministry of 

Fisheries and Aquatic Resource 

Development 

Colombo 21st April, 2010 

AI.4 Senior officer Ministry of Disaster 

Management.   

Colombo 5th May, 2010 

AI.5 Senior officer Coast Conservation 

Department 

Colombo 23rd April, 2010 

AI.6 Senior officer Department of 

Irrigation and Water Resource 

Management 

Colombo 6th April, 2010 

AI.7 Senior officer Ministry of Health Colombo 16th May, 2010 

AI.8 Senior officer Ministry of 

Agriculture 

Colombo 30th April, 2010 

AII.1 Senior  officer Provincial Council  X Province 21st  May, 2010 

AII.2 Senior officer Ministry of Finance Colombo 24th April, 2010 

AIII.1 Senior officer Department of 

Fisheries and Aquatic Resource 

Development 

Colombo 24th May, 2010 

AIII.2 Senior officer Ministry of 

Traditional Industries and Small 

Enterprise Development 

Colombo 19th April, 2010 
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Participant 

number 

Position and Organisation Place 

interviewed 

Date 

AIII.3 Senior officer Department of 

Fiscal Policy 

Colombo 25th April, 2010 

AIII.4 Senior officer Department of 

National Budget 

Ministry of Finance 

Colombo 28th April, 2010 

AIII.5 Senior officer Ministry of 

Economic Development 

Colombo 20th May, 2010 

AIII.6 Senior officer National Physical 

Planning Department Ministry of 

Finance 

Colombo 10th May, 2010 

AIII.7 Senior officer Urban 

Development Authority 

Colombo 8th April, 2010 

AIII.8 Senior officer Ministry of Land Colombo 26th April, 2010 

AIII.9 Senior officer Mahaweli 

Development Authority of Sri 

Lanka 

Colombo 14th May, 2010 

BI.1 Media personnel Colombo 16th May, 2010 

BII.1 Member of the Negambo Lagoon 

Management Authority – a 

Community Based Organisation 

Negambo 7th May, 2010 

BIII.1 Academic University  

 

Colombo 23rd May, 2010 

BIV.1 Senior Researcher IWMI Battaramulla 21st May, 2010 

BIV.2 Senior officer National Aquatic 

Resources Research & 

Development Agency 

Colombo 20th April, 2010 

BIV.3 Senior researcher Institute for 

Poverty Studies 

Colombo 12th May, 2010 

BV.1 Head of local NGO Kandy 18th May, 2010 
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Participant 

number 

Position and Organisation Place 

interviewed 

Date 

BVI.1 Senior member from multi-

national donor organisation 

focusing on social and 

environmental development 

Colombo 10th May, 2010 

BVI.2 Senior member from  

multi-national donor organisation 

focusing predominantly on 

economic development 

Colombo 10th May, 2010 

 BVII.1 Senior staff from the International 

NGO focusing on environmental 

issues 

Colombo 18th April, 2010 

BVII.2 Senior staff from the International 

NGO focusing on social and 

economic developmental issues 

Colombo 24th  May, 2010 
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Appendix B: Categories of Interview Participants 

Category A 

(Members of 

NCCSC) 

 A I Core group (NSCCC) 

      Ministry of Environment 

      Ministry of Agricultural Development & 

Agrarian 

Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic 

Resource Development 

      Ministry of Disaster Management 

      Ministry of Industrial Development 

      Ministry of Health 

      Department of Irrigation 

      Coast Conservation Department 

(Not 

represented in 

the NCCSC) 

 A II  i. Sub-national representation 

       Sabaragamuwa Provincial Council 

ii. Financial allocator for sub-national 

level 

       The Finance Commission 

 A III Selected government organisation dealing 

with vulnerable communities 

Ministry of  Traditional Industries & 

Small Enterprises development 

       Ministry of  Economic Development 

       Ministry of Land 

       Department of National Physical 

Planning 

       Urban Development Authority 

       Mahaweli Development Authority 

Department of Fisheries & Aquatic 

Resources      

       Department of Fiscal Policy 

       Department of National Budget 

Category B 

 

(Some are 

members of 

B I  Media 

Media personnel 

B II Organisation representing communities 

       Fishery community based organisation 

       Local NGO 
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the National 

Steering 

Committee 

for Climate 

Change) 

B III Academia (main profession is teaching) 

       Senior lecturer from university 

B IV Researchers (main profession is research) 

        NARA (Govt funded science research) 

        IWMI (private funded science research) 

        Institute for Poverty studies (social, 

poverty research) 

B V International donors 

        World Bank 

        UNDP 

B VI International NGOs 

        IUCN 

        Practical Action 
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Department of Politics and   Public Policy                 

          Telephone +61 (0)7 3735 5401 

          Facsimile +61 (0)7 3735 7737 

 

                                                        Nathan campus, Griffith University 

          Kessels Road, Queensland 4111, Australia 
 

 
Research Project for determination of a policy process for the formulation of an 

appropriate national climate change adaptation policy for Sri Lanka 

 

 
INFORMATION SHEET 

 
 

Research Team i. Professor Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh (Co-primary Investigator)  
Griffith School of Business 
Department of Politics and Public Policy 
 

ii. Associate Professor Richard Hindmarsh (Co-primary Investigator) 
Griffith School of Environment 
 

iii. Chandani Panditharatne (Researcher) 
PhD Candidate, Department of Politics and Public Policy 
Griffith School of Business,  
 
Contact Phone : +61 7373 56412 
Contact Email  : c.panditharatne@griffith.edu.au 

 
 
Why is the research being conducted? 
  
Climate change is the most serious environmental problem now threatening humankind, 
creating new vulnerabilities that build on a host of existing environmental problems, and 
making those who are already vulnerable, more so. The United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) identifies adaptation as one of the two major 
responses to climate change, the other being mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
Developing countries in the South Asian region are extremely vulnerable to climate change 
impacts. Typically for developing countries, Sri Lanka at this time needs an appropriate 
national climate change adaptation policy that enables proactive steps in building up adaptive 
capacity of vulnerable systems and populations.   
 
Considerable concern has been expressed in recent years by policy makers and policy 
analysts as to whether the existing policy process is capable of delivering social justice to 
groups that are especially vulnerable to climate change impacts. The literature has examined 
the paradigms upon which present policies are based on, questioning their appropriateness 
as a basis for climate change adaptation policy.  
 
This research project aims to identify attributes of an appropriate adaptation policy for Sri 
Lanka and the policy process that can enable such a policy. It is expected that this research 
will contribute to existing knowledge about developing climate change adaptation policy for 
countries in the South Asian region. 

Appendix C: Information Sheet 
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This research is part of a PhD research project, which is being supervised jointly by 
Professor Ciaran O'Faircheallaigh of the Griffith Business School and Associate Professor 
Richard Hindmarsh of the Griffith School or Environment. The research is fully funded by the 
Griffith University as part of the postgraduate research scholarship offered to Chandani 
Panditharatne,  
 
What you will be asked to do 
  
You will be interviewed face-to-face, by way of a semi-structured questionnaire, of 
approximately one-hour duration. Notes of the interview will be taken, and you will also be 
asked to consent to an audio tape-recording of the interview for purposes of checking notes 
for their accuracy.  
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
  
Participants will be senior officials in State and Provincial level institutions in Sri Lanka, who 
are involved in policy processes relevant to climate change adaptation. Selected individuals 
from the media and academic areas also will be interviewed. 
 
The expected benefits of the research 
  
The research can be of substantial benefit to Sri Lanka and people, mainly for communities 
who are highly vulnerable climate change impacts and have low resilience in adapting. The 
research can also add substantially to the information base available to communities who are 
vulnerable to climate change impacts, in seeking to ensure that climate change adaptation 
policy is formulated in a way that contributes to long term sustainability of the country. More 
widely the research is important for all the developing countries, especially for those in the 
South Asian region, which share many similar characteristics with Sri Lanka.  
 
Risks to you 
  
No risks to participants are foreseen as there will be no personal identity of participants in 
research publications or conference/workshop presentations or in any other form of 
information dissemination. 
  
Your participation is voluntary 
 
Participation is voluntary and will not have any effect upon the participant’s relationship with 
his/her organisation. 
 
Questions / further information 
 
The research team is happy to discuss the project in more detail, and can be contacted on 
any matter related to this research through contact details given in page 1.  
 
The ethical conduct of this research 
 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about the ethical 
conduct of the research project you can contact the Manager, Research Ethics on + 61 
73735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
 
Feedback to you 
 
The findings of the research can be made available to you, once the analysis is complete.   
 
 
 
 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Privacy Statement and Confidentiality 
 
The research will be undertaken in a way that respects the confidentiality and privacy of 
participants. The interview data will be transcribed, and this information or the tape 
recordings of the interview will not be used for any other purpose except for academic 
activities relevant to the research.  
 
In reporting the results of the field work, participants will not be identified by their names or 
designations. Information collected will be used only for this PhD research project and the 
data might be used to inform other academic publications and conference/workshop 
presentations arising out of it. 
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Appendix D: The Interview Guide 

 

1. Professional experience 

1.1. What is the current position that you hold in this institution? 

1.2. How long have you been working in this post? 

1.3. What are the organisations that you worked before this and what 

positions have you held? 

1.4. What is your contribution in policy formulation? 

1.5. Have you any experience in community involvement in the policy 

process/ implementation? 

1.6. What are your experiences in areas relevant to this research topic? 

 

2.  Present status of national policies 

2.1 What do you consider as the main objective of present day 

policies? 

2.2 Who decides this objective? 

2.3 So, if we think about present policies of your organisation, are 

there any policies that are relevant to climate change? 

2.4 Can you name some successful policies? 

2.5 What is main reason for this success? 

2.6 Can you name a policy or programme that was a failure? 

2.7 What do you think the reason for this? 

 

3. About the policy formulation process 

3.1 Who initiates the formulation of a new policy? 

3.2 What steps are involved in the process? 

3.3 Who participates in the process? 

3.4  How long does it take? 

3.5  How do you get information for it? 

 

4. About monitoring and evaluation 

4.1. Can you tell me how you monitor implementation of policies? 

How do you evaluate their success or failure? 
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4.2. What are the criteria that are used to monitor and evaluate them? 

 

5. Information about a future Policy for Climate Change Adaptation: If we 

think about a new climate change adaptation policy, 

5.1 Do you think such a policy is necessary for Sri Lanka? 

5.2      What should be the main concepts behind a climate change 

adaptation  

5.3 Do you think the present policy process needs to be changed to 

achieve this concept? If so, in what ways? 

5.4 Do you think community level initiatives need to be facilitated and 

actively promoted through such a policy? 

5.5  If so, how can such initiatives be upgraded to the national level 

and continued on long term basis? 

 

6. Information about a future Policy for Climate Change Adaptation: policy 

process 

6.1. Does your institution have a role to play in this policy 

formulation? 

6.2 Do you think present policies of your organisation can be 

improved for this, or do you think a total change of policy 

direction is needed?  

6.3. Climate change adaptation being a policy that focuses on 

vulnerable communities, do you think participation of such 

communities is a major need in formulating this policy? 

6.5. Can you think of barriers for the formulation of an appropriate 

climate change adaptation policy? If so, what are the most 

significant barriers?  

6.6. How can these barriers be overcome? 

6.7. Do you have any other things to say about this research topic? 
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Appendix E: Summary on Study Areas and Corresponding 

Research Questions 

Study area RQ Interview guide 

1.Interviewee’s 

background 

information 

 Interview Guide Question 1 

2.Observation of 

what has occurred 

(Content) 

What is the past/present 

status?  

 

RQ1. Is the existing 

policy capable of 

adapting to climate 

change? 

 

 

Interview Guide Question 

Question 2 

 

 

 

3. Explanation for 

what has occurred 

(Process) 

 

Why have these outcomes 

occurred? 

 

RQ2. Is the present 

policy process 

capable of enabling 

an appropriate climate 

change adaptation 

policy? 

Interview Guide Question 3 

and  

Interview Guide Question 4 

4.Recommendation 

for what should 

occur 

 

Content: What is an 

appropriate CCA policy? 

RQ3. How can Sri 

Lanka adapt to 

issues/problems 

arising through 

climate change? 

Interview Guide Question 5 

 

4.Recommendation 

for what should 

occur 

 

Process: What policy 

process will enable such 

a policy?  

 

RQ4. If the existing 

policy process is not 

suitable, what 

alternative processes 

are capable of 

enabling an 

appropriate climate 

change adaptation 

policy for Sri Lanka? 

Interview Guide Question 6 
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Appendix F: Ethical Clearance Certificate  
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