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People in Asia-Paci�c will be profoundly a�ected by climate change. Home to more than half of 
humanity, the region straddles some of the world's most geographically diverse and climate-exposed
areas. Despite having contributed little to the steady upward climb in the greenhouse gas emissions 
that cause global warming, some of the region's most vulnerable communities — whether mountain 
dwellers, island communities or the urban poor — face the severest consequences.

Poverty continues to decline in this dynamic region, but climate change may undercut hard-won 
gains. Growing �rst and cleaning up later is no longer an option, as it once was for the developed 
countries. Developing nations need to grow and manage climate consequences at the same time. 
They must both support resilience, especially among vulnerable populations, and shift to lower-carbon
pathways. Emerging threats, whether from melting glaciers or rising sea levels, cross borders and 
demand coordinated regional and global action.

There may be some uncomfortable trade-o�s, but the way forward is clear — it lies in sustaining 
human development for the future we want. When people have equitable access to basics such as 
livelihoods, clean energy, health and pollution-free air, greater climate resilience and improved 
emissions management will follow. This report outlines where transformation can begin: in cleaner, 
more e�cient production, in fair and balanced consumption, and in both rural and urban areas. 
Through better institutions, more accurate knowledge and changed attitudes, Asia-Paci�c societies 
can �nd smarter strategies for adapting to a warmer world.
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The cover design plays upon a traditional sepak takraw ball as a metaphor for 

the Earth. Hand-fashioned from rattan and unique to Asia-Pacific, the ball 

symbolises interconnectedness, resilience and creativity — leveraging these 

can help deal with climate change, while ignoring them will affect human 

development negatively. Climate change is a threat on a planetary scale. 

People everywhere, especially the poor, are increasingly exposed to the 

consequences of global warming regardless of where the causes originate.  

The woven  rattan represents how collaborating for collective good can result 

in a harmonious  future. Equally, humanity could go the other way — if 

climate change is not managed in a coordinated way, it will unravel human 

progress now and in the days to come.
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ABOUT THE ASIA-PACIFIC HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT

The Asia-Pacific Regional Human Development Report (APHDR) is an important resource and 
instrument to explore critical development concerns. The Report informs policies and actions from 
a human development perspective, putting people at the centre of development debates. As a regional 
public good, the APHDR focuses on issues that are of common concern to several countries in the 
region, have sensitivities that are better addressed at a regional level, or have clear cross-border dimensions, 
calling attention to the fact that development challenges are no longer confined within geographic 
spaces. 

The APHDR is an independent intellectual exercise developed through a regional participatory process 
that draws on the contributions of many. The theme for each Report is also selected through consultations 
that include participants within and outside UNDP. The more nuanced focus of the Report is guided 
by substantive and diverse inputs that bring together Asia-Pacific stakeholders from governments, civil 
society, academia, research institutions, the media, faith-based groups, the private sector and others. 
Technical sub-regional consultations are held to hear stakeholders’ perspectives and experiences relating 
to the theme; to sharpen the direction and scope of specific issues; and to promote early buy-in among 
the stakeholders. The stakeholders’ consultations provide wide opportunity for country representation 
through participant nominations sought through UNDP country offices in the region. Multi-stakeholder 
national workshops are also organised in selected countries, depending on the theme of the Report, to 
promote national buy-in for the APHDR.

Technical background papers are prepared by eminent experts drawn largely from the region. An 
established peer review process contributes to the quality and impartiality of the background research. 
The work is enriched by a moderated discussion on the Asia-Pacific Human Development Network, 
which comprises members from the region and beyond. Within the overarching framework of the 
Report, sub-themes are discussed to explore some fundamental debates, promote a dialogue and 
identify strategic policy solutions. 

Drawing from this rich material, the Report is prepared by the Human Development Report Unit 
team. The team works in close collaboration with the relevant technical team, depending on the theme 
of the Report, and the regional communications team. At the preparatory stage, the emerging messages 
of the Report are presented in strategic forums as early advocacy for the Report and to obtain feedback 
from various stakeholders from the region. The draft Report is shared with HQ, UNDP country offices 
in Asia-Pacific, technical committee members including representatives of different UN agencies, 
readers’ groups including different practice teams, and the UNDP regional communication team for 
their views and feedback. The review process is critical for quality assurance and also helps to strengthen 
the Report’s messages. 

The APHDR is disseminated widely, helping to promote dialogue and bring together the people 
of Asia and the Pacific to accelerate human development and advocate for its messages across the 
globe.
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Asia and the Pacific hosts more than half of the 
world’s population, including nearly 900 million 
of the world’s poor, and 30 per cent of the global 
land mass. This densely-populated region also 
accounts for a large share of the developing 
world’s deprived people: more than 70 per cent of 
people lacking access to basic sanitation, close to 
70 per cent of underweight children, and 67 per 
cent of the extreme poor (living below $1.25/day). 
These large deprivations are compounded by geo-
graphic exposure, climate-sensitive livelihoods 
and low capacity to recover from shocks.

Human beings can no longer continue to 
think of themselves as distinct from the envir-
onment. They have been transforming nature for 
too long — notably by releasing huge quantities 
of fossil carbon. The consequences are a warmer 
earth, with melting glaciers, higher sea levels 
and altered cycles of precipitation and evapor-
ation. Everyone in Asia and the Pacific is facing 
the impacts; the poor, who have contributed 
negligibly, much more so. In this regard, the 
region has a big challenge to reduce poverty and 
promote human development in the face of rapid 
climate change.

Unlike the developed countries of today, 
Asia-Pacific does not have the option to ‘grow 
now and clean up later’ in view of the already 
accumulated huge amount of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere. The region can further 
accelerate the accumulation because of its large 
size and rapid economic growth in recent decades. 
Although per capita emissions in developing 
Asia-Pacific remain low, total emissions are on 
the rise, stemming from diverse circumstances in 
the region and the continued need for bridging 
inequalities and improving living conditions. 
The share of Asia-Pacific developing countries 
in global greenhouse gas emissions increased 
from 23 per cent in 1990 to about 32 per cent in 
2005, only 4 percentage points lower than that 
of high-income OECD countries in 2005. The 
share is expected to increase rapidly in view of the 
high economic growth, continued urbanization, 
changing life styles, and the consequent higher 
demand for energy in future. Between 2005 
and 2030, compared with an estimated average 

Foreword

world increase in energy demand of 1.5 per cent, 
the rate in Asia and the Pacific is expected to be 
2.4 per cent per year. Against this backdrop, the 
region has to follow a different growth path using 
energy-efficient technologies, cleaner sources of 
energy, and reducing carbon intensity of output 
more rapidly in years to come. It must do this 
not only because our shared planet is becoming 
unsustainable but also because Asia-Pacific itself 
will continue to be adversely affected by climate 
change.

The consequences of climate change have 
already been evident in terms of increased 
frequency and intensity of climate-induced 
natural disasters, and the impact is higher 
on the poor and vulnerable who contributed 
the least to the global warming. The region 
was disproportionately hit in terms of natural 
disasters: 45 per cent of the world’s natural 
disasters occurred in Asia-Pacific in the last three 
decades. The region was also disproportionately 
hit in terms of economic losses — though it 
accounted for 25 per cent of the world’s GDP, it 
suffered from 42 per cent of the total economic 
losses from disasters.

If emissions cross borders, so do some of the 
most affected natural systems, such as glaciers, 
coral reefs and mangroves. Some of them act 
as natural buffers to the impacts of climate 
change, but at the same time are increasingly at 
risk of deterioration and destruction. Melting 
of Himalayan glaciers, loss of mangroves, stress 
on coral reefs and desertification pose serious 
challenges to people living in vulnerable areas of 
the region, such as coastal and mountain regions. 
Communities are already adapting to climate 
challenges. For example, Bhutan’s Himalayan 
mountain dwellers are fortifying themselves 
against glacial lake outburst flooding. Island 
communities in the Pacific, such as in Kiribati, are 
looking at ‘migrating with dignity’ due to rising 
sea levels. Deltaic farmers along Asia’s great river 
systems, such as those found in Bangladesh, are 
adapting their agricultural practices to cope with 
increasing floods. Growing urban populations 
experience acute climate vulnerability too, as we 
saw during the recent floods in Bangkok. But the 
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poor and vulnerable cannot adapt adequately to 
such climate shocks.

In this context, the report analyses the 
climate change impacts from the perspectives 
of mountain dwellers, delta communities, 
islanders, indigenous and tribal peoples and the 
urban poor. The report states that simultaneous 
action on both adaptation and mitigation is 
required for building resilient societies in Asia 
and the Pacific. The report calls for alternative 
sustainable development paths that fulfill the 
urgent human development needs of today 
while preserving a habitable planet. The world’s 
common future is going to be impacted largely 
by the choices this large and growing region can 
make today. The goal is clear: reduce poverty, 
but leave a fainter carbon footprint.

Technology, finance, knowledge and 
cooperation are required for leveraging these 
opportunities. Countries from the region, such 
as China and India, are investing in renewable 
energy and energy efficiency. Lower-carbon 
technologies will be instrumental to help adapt 
production processes to stabilise emissions, 
sequester carbon better, and improve the quality 
of rural and urban lives by supporting resilience. 
Now is the time to consider opportunities for 
cleaner energy generation and use so that our 
common future is not locked into using high-
emitting technology.

Public interest should not be compromised 
by interest groups — accurate knowledge needs 
to be promoted. Building knowledge exchange 
networks could provide opportunities for sharing 
and learning best practices for better-informed 
choices by public and private organisations.

In sum, the report sees climate change as 
a development issue rather than primarily an 
environmental one. It argues for the centrality of 
far more inclusive growth that embeds resilience 
into the very fabric of change and addresses existing 
development gaps to strengthen the capacity of 
poorer societies to face global warming.

These actions are concrete and can infuse 
tangible ideas into upcoming fora that will shape 
the direction of global, regional, national and 
local actions.

The recently concluded conference of parties 
(CoP 17) in Durban followed by the upcoming 
Rio+20 conference deals with opportunities 
to bring issues such as poverty, equity and 
sustainability back into global development 
dialogue, grid-locked for years over contentious 
positions between developed and developing 
countries. The report hopes to be a knowledge 
resource for the region for these discussions, re-
invigorating climate change dialogue by bringing 
people’s concerns to the fore.

Continuing the practice of the previous 
Asia-Pacific HDRs, this report — sixth in 
the series — has been prepared taking into 
account a diversity of voices from within the 
Asia-Pacific region. An array of consultations 
with governments, civil society and the private 
sector from across the region — East Asia, South 
Asia and the Pacific — as well as country-level 
discussions have informed the report. Backed 
by technical papers produced by experts mainly 
from the region, the report is prepared by an 
editorially independent team. We thank everyone 
from the region and beyond who have been with 
us in the journey of moving this report from 
ideation to culmination. Thanks particularly 
to the Human Development Report team with 
Anuradha Rajivan at the helm, for steering this 
report through analytically complex waters. I also 
thank the members of the Asia-Pacific Human 
Development Network (AP-HDNet), drawn 
from all corners of the region for their thoughtful 
and interesting contributions. We are indebted to 
our UNDP Administrator, Helen Clark, for her 
sustained commitment and support to human 
development. It is our hope that this report spurs 
debate on a more human-oriented dialogue on 
the climate challenge facing us all.

Ajay Chhibber
UN Assistant Secretary-General 

and UNDP Assistant Administrator and 
Director, Regional Bureau for 

Asia and the Pacific

The analysis and policy recommendations of this Report do not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations 
Development Programme, its Executive Board or its Member States. Mention of firm names and commercial products 
does not imply endorsement by the United Nations. The Report is an independent publication commissioned by the 
UNDP. It is the fruit of a collaborative effort by a team of eminent experts, stakeholders, and the Human Development 
Report Unit (HDRU) team of the UNDP Asia-Pacific Regional Centre, Bangkok, led by Anuradha Rajivan.
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A thoroughly collaborative process of consulta-
tions and research was instrumental in defining 
the focus and the messages of this Asia-Pacific 
Human Development Report. It draws upon the 
perspectives and expertise of varied stakeholders 
from the region: governments, experts, academia, 
think tanks, the media, faith-based groups, the 
private sector and civil society organisations. 
Multilateral agencies have also participated in the 
process. From UNDP, the contributors include 
Country Offices from the Asia-Pacific; the Asia-
Pacific Regional Centre, Bangkok; the Pacific 
Centre, Suva; the Regional Bureau for Asia and 
the Pacific; and the Bureau for Development 
Policy in New York. Those instrumental in 
shaping this Report are acknowledged below. We 
are grateful to so many that there could well be 
some inadvertent omissions — hopefully they 
are not many.

We would first like to thank past members of 
the core team who were part of the early stages of 
this work: Ramesh Gampat, Pradeepa Malkanthi, 
Ruwanthi Senarathne, Gayathri Sriskanthan and 
Manoja Wickramarathne.

We would like especially to thank Martin 
Krause as well as Alex Heikens, Sameer Karki, 
Faris Khader, Angus MacKay, Manuel Soriano, 
Yusuke Taishi, Thiyagarajan Velumail and the 
entire Environment and Energy Team at the 
UNDP Asia-Pacific Regional Centre for tech-
nical inputs and ongoing support throughout 
the process. They were always generous with 
their time.

CONTRIBUTORS

Thematic technical background papers, special 
contributions and notes covering a wide range 
of issues have informed the Report. The prin-
cipal contributors were: Patil Balachandra, 
Sultana Bashir, Anand Prathivadi Bhayankaram, 
Simon Billet, Brad Blitz, Alice Blondel, Clemens 
M. Brunhuel, Joan Carling, C. P. Chandrasekhar, 
Biplove Choudhary, Andrea De Angelis,  
Mahendra Dev, the Environment and Energy 
Team, the International Centre for Integrated 
Mountain Development (ICIMOD), Iqbal Khan, 

Tommy Koh, Amitabh Kundu, Local Govern-
ments for Sustainability (ICLEI), Monirul 
Mirza, Sunita Narain, Patrick Nunn, Joey Sarte 
Salceda, Ilham Arief Sirajuddin, R. Sudarshan, 
The Energy and Resources Institute (TERI), 
Fe’iloakitau “Fei” Tevi, Lyonchhen Jigmi Yoeser 
Thinley, Kazuyuki Uji and Zhou Xun.

Members of the United Nations family pro-
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OVERVIEW

Asia-Pacific not only has many of the world’s 
most climate-exposed territories, it is also home 
to millions of the most vulnerable people. The 
unprecedented pace and scale of human activities 
have been transforming the natural environment 
and contributing to climate change. Emissions 
cross borders, and so do some of the most affected 
natural systems, such as glaciers, coral reefs and 
mangroves. Some of these natural systems that 
act as natural buffers to the impacts of climate 
change are increasingly at risk of deterioration and 
destruction, posing a serious challenge to people’s 
lives in the region. While the most vulnerable 
people have contributed little to greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions, they will face some of the 
most serious consequences. They are not just 
highly exposed and sensitive to climate events, 
but also lack adequate adaptive capacity. Unlike 
the developed countries of today, in a time of 
climate change, growing first and cleaning up 
later is no longer an option. Developing nations 
must grow, support climate resilience, especially 
among vulnerable populations, and shift to lower-
carbon pathways to sustain hard-won human 
development gains attained in the past decades.

While growth in Asia is important for the 
world economy as well as for poverty reduction 
in the region, Asia-Pacific is starting to contribute 
noticeably to the world’s emissions. Progress in 
overall human development has been accom-
panied by increasing inequality and rising 
emissions. Developing countries of the region 
present a startling contrast: their combined per 
capita GHG emissions are among the lowest 
in the world, but their share of global emis-
sions is almost one-third. The challenge is to 
reduce the emissions intensity of growth while 
simultaneously improving the access of people 
living in poverty to cleaner energy as well as far 
better infrastructure and services — essential 
not only for poverty reduction, but also to build 
resilience to the impacts of climate change.

Developing countries in the region have 
to navigate a two-fold prosperity–emissions 
dilemma that developed countries did not face 
in their earlier industrialisation:

More growth is essential but this will also increase 
emissions. In order to reduce poverty and vulner-
ability, many countries in region will need more 
rapid and far more inclusive economic growth. 
But this will mean using more energy, and thus 
involve greater emissions. Development agendas 
will compete with concerns around growing 
emissions.

In a globalised environment, nation-states have less 
individual control over their own destinies. Ecology 
and economics are bypassing borders, making 
national actions alone insufficient to address the 
climate change challenge. Many of the richer 
consumers and growing businesses are able to 
shift emissions towards poorer locations as a result 
of globally dispersed and interlinked production 
and consumption chains. Less effective domestic 
institutions for environmental management make 
many poorer countries ecologically vulnerable.

People in the Asia-Pacific region, especially 
the poor, will face numerous and complex 
impacts from climate change such as change in 
precipitation, extreme weather events, drought, 
floods and sea-level rise. While much of today’s 
warming stems from past industrialisation, 
mostly in the developed economies, the coun-
tries of Asia-Pacific will be most affected, as the 
region is home to more than half of humanity, 
including nearly 900 million poor. Addressing 
climate change is therefore a strong development 
imperative.

Unless climate change challenges are much 
more fully addressed, current progress will be 
difficult to sustain, and the brunt of the im-
pacts will be faced by the poor of Asia-Pacific. 
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Despite uncertainties, the urgency is compounded 
as some of the losses could be irreversible, like 
damage to natural ecosystems — undermining 
the valuable services and livelihood opportun-
ities they provide. While increasing inequalities 
linked to economic growth can largely be tackled 
within a country, managing rising emissions 
from globally interlinked human activities will 
not be feasible without synchronising national 
efforts with cross-border cooperation.

The unfinished development agendas in 
countries of the region provide opportunities to 
address climate change: Asia-Pacific developing 
countries are much less locked into traditional 
ways of production and consumption as com-
pared with industrialised countries. In the face of 
a global downturn, Asia-Pacific has demonstrated 
economic resilience. Can it also improve the lives 
of its people while becoming more resilient to 
climate change? There are some positive signs. 
The carbon intensity of developing Asia-Pacific 
is decreasing, and countries like China and India 
have shown a growing realisation of the problem.

While all countries are exposed to climate 
change, they differ greatly in their sensitivity 
and their adaptive capacity to address its effects. 
But in all societies, the poor are particularly vul-
nerable and have fewer options for managing 
risks. This is often because of where they live — 
in coastal regions, on river banks, in mountains 
and remote locations. In urban areas, they are 
often housed in hazard-prone slums. Apart from 
low incomes and assets, they also have inadequate 
transport and limited access to information and 
social services.

Among the groups most vulnerable to climate 
change are:

Mountain dwellers: Mountain communities have 
long been exposed to many kinds of envir-
onmental stress, but now they have to adapt to 
more rapid and intense change. They could face 
more frequent and severe riverine floods, glacial 
lake outburst floods, droughts and landslides, 
among other phenomena.

Delta communities: Many people have settled 
in delta areas because of their fertile soils and 
ample water. But low-lying areas adjacent to 
large quantities of water involve serious risks, 
such as coastal inundation, soil erosion and the 
intrusion of saline waters into surface water and 

groundwater. All these risks will be heightened 
by a rise in the mean sea level.

Islanders: Small island states and territories are 
particularly exposed to coastal inundation, soil 
erosion, the intrusion of saline waters into surface 
and groundwater, and other consequences of a 
rise in sea level that threatens infrastructure, 
settlements and livelihoods.

Indigenous and tribal peoples: Since they depend 
on fragile ecosystems, indigenous and tribal 
groups are highly susceptible to changes in 
the environment. They typically have a deep 
understanding of their surroundings, which 
enables them to adapt autonomously, and they 
have developed considerable resilience. But 
more rapid, large-scale changes can threaten their 
collective survival.

The urban poor: Those most affected in cities 
are households living in fragile dwellings in 
low-lying, exposed areas, with little or irregular 
access to basic services such as water, sanitation, 
health care, electricity and food supplies. The 
working poor in many cities are more likely to 
labour outdoors unprotected from the extreme 
weather, and are more exposed to climate-
induced disasters, including flooding.

Within these groups, vulnerability varies by 
demographic, social and economic features, 
including gender, age and social status; and 
access to social services and knowledge. Among 
all groups, women face particular risks, since 
they are often managers and users of natural 
resources and primary caregivers. With little 
information and restricted rights and voice in 
decision making, they cannot fully use their 
skills and knowledge about local conditions, 
community wellbeing and the management of 
ecological resources.

These and other groups will face threats to 
their livelihoods, especially those groups that rely 
on climate-sensitive livelihoods like cultivation 
and fisheries. Cultivation will be affected by 
changes in temperatures, precipitation, including 
uncertain changes in rainfall, and in levels of CO2 

concentrations. South Asia may be hit hard by 
these changes, with large declines in yields for 
almost all crops. Fisheries will be affected not 
only by changes in water temperatures, but also 
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by precipitation, salinity, ocean circulation, river 
flow, sea and lake levels, ice cover and glacial 
melt, and storm frequency and intensity.

As well as affecting livelihoods, climate 
change can threaten human health and survival. 
Much of the direct health impact of climate 
change will be experienced through mortality 
and injuries due to climate-related disasters, 
particularly floods, droughts and extreme 
weather events. Climate change can spur water-, 
food- and vector-borne diseases, notably dengue, 
malaria, diarrhoea and cholera. And increases 
in heat stress will particularly affect children and 
the elderly. People across the region will also 
suffer if climate change depresses agricultural 
productivity and increases food insecurity and 
malnutrition, particularly for children.

A further consequence of climate change is 
likely to be migration. Thus far, migration has 
often been temporary and seasonal, following 
agricultural and weather cycles. But future 
climate change could contribute to migration 
on an entirely new scale. Many people could 
relocate if the land can no longer support their 
livelihoods, or, in some cases, as in smaller island 
countries, because the land has disappeared 
altogether. In East, South-East and South Asia, 
a rise in sea level of 0.5–2 metres over this cen-
tury could displace 53 to 125 million people. 
Already, some Pacific Islands such as the Carteret 
Islands of Papua New Guinea are considering 
evacuation of their populations.

Migration could also heighten social tensions 
over limited or shrinking resources. Asia-Pacific 
has already been widely affected by conflicts, 
and climate change can act as a threat multiplier. 
Conflict itself can also damage the environment 
and reduce resources, thus compounding the 
cycle of insecurity.

Despite potentially difficult trade-offs, meet-
ing the challenges of climate change will be the 
only way to sustain existing human development 
gains and achieve new ones. A moral imperative 
exists as well, in ensuring equitable access to 
resources, both among people living now and 
for the generations to follow. There is a way 
forward. It involves producing for the future, 
balancing consumption, raising rural resilience 
and building greener cities.

One key imperative will be extending clean, 
efficient energy to everyone, but particularly to 

vulnerable people. They will reap the greatest 
benefits in terms of human development and 
stronger resilience to climate shifts.

PRODUCING FOR THE FUTURE

The prospect of climate change should encour-
age countries all over the world to reconsider 
how they produce — how they manufacture 
goods, raise crops and livestock, and generate 
energy. Industrial production is of particular 
concern for Asia-Pacific’s developing countries, 
as industries are producing more and using more 
energy. Around 26 per cent of greenhouse gas 
emissions come from industrial production.

Existing methods of emissions monitoring do 
not, however, take full account of value chains 
of production and consumption linked via inter-
national trade. These chains enable developed 
countries with a commitment to reducing emis-
sions to relocate their carbon-intensive industries to 
countries that have no, or low, caps on emissions — 
the problem of ‘carbon leakage’. Asian countries, 
anxious to boost domestic economic growth, 
have often welcomed multinational businesses, 
even those in ‘dirty’ industries. As a result, their 
emissions increase, though the output is destined 
largely for developed countries.

The benefits of exploiting common ecosys-
tems or damages caused to the environment 
also go unrecognised — a classic public goods 
dilemma of being valuable but uncounted; costly 
but not charged. A country’s GDP measures little 
more than market transactions, and excludes the 
contribution of ecosystem services. These are 
typically regarded as ‘free’, even though replacing 
them would require massive investment. As a 
result, producers are generally not required to 
pay for the depletion of resources, or for carbon 
emissions or pollution. A first priority in mov-
ing towards better environmental accounting 
would be to strengthen statistical systems to 
improve the tracking of emissions and the socio-
environmental costs.

Another major concern is transport. The 
proportion of emissions from fuel combustion 
in transportation shows a rising trend. Between 
1990 and 2008, the total amount of carbon dioxide 
(CO2) emissions from fossil fuel combustion in 
transportation in Asia rose by 161 per cent, as 
compared to the world average of 44 per cent.
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Asia-Pacific countries are charting ways of 
moving to lower-carbon production, dealing 
with the trade-offs while considering how to 
sustain development that reaches the poor and 
the vulnerable. Many countries have started 
greening production, and have committed to 
nationally appropriate mitigation actions. For 
example, China has committed to lowering its 
emissions per unit of GDP by 40 to 45 per cent 
by 2020 compared to the 2005 level, and India has 
committed to lowering its emissions per unit of 
GDP by 20 to 25 per cent for the same period.

Lower-Carbon Pathways in Industrial 
Production

In the face of climate change, countries in Asia and 
the Pacific will need to change their methods of 
production. In particular, they will need to find 
better ways of generating energy and using it more 
efficiently. There is considerable scope. According 
to one estimate, deploying commercially available 
technologies and best practices on a global scale 
could save between 18 to 26 per cent of current 
primary energy use in industry. Industries that 
produce large volumes of GHGs, such as iron 
and steel, cement, chemicals, and pulp and paper, 
should be able to make significant progress while 
also taking advantage of the potential for CO2

capture and underground storage.
Greening production will mean using more 

renewable energy and low-carbon technologies 
while reducing the use of fossil fuels. For this 
purpose, governments in developing countries 
should take the lead in encouraging shifts to-
wards cleaner energy generation. Private-sector 
investments are required to scale up and trigger 
innovation, while they need to recognise that new 
markets and efficiencies can be tapped. Mean-
while, enlightened citizen-investors represented 
by investment institutions can hold companies 
to account, and better-informed citizens and the 
media can serve a watchdog role.

A number of countries have demonstrated the 
potential for moving to low-carbon production. In 
Japan, for example, the Top Runner Programme 
requires manufacturers and importers to in-
crease the energy efficiency of goods. In China, 
enterprises that together account for around 
half of industrial energy uses have signed 
energy-saving responsibility agreements. And 
in Viet Nam, small and medium enterprises 

in five key industries are receiving technical 
and financial support to install energy-efficient 
technologies.

Greener Opportunities in Agriculture

In Asia and the Pacific, around 30 per cent of emis-
sions come from agriculture, including emissions 
from growing crops and raising livestock, land 
use changes and deforestation. The principal 
greenhouse gases are nitrous oxide, especially 
from the use of fertilisers; methane from live-
stock and rice production; and CO2, which is 
released when soil is ploughed. Another source 
of CO2 emissions is deforestation — when trees 
are burned, harvested or otherwise die. Some of 
this is a consequence of logging or clearing land 
for pasture. But a key driver of deforestation is 
cultivation, either for food crops or for cash crops 
such as rubber, sugar cane, coffee and oil palm. 
As with industry, many of these emissions should 
be attributed to the consuming societies.

To meet growing food needs, Asia-Pacific 
countries will need to increase agricultural output 
while minimising emissions and protecting the 
natural environment. This will require renewed 
attention to agriculture, which in recent years 
has been relatively neglected. Giving farmers 
incentives to reduce carbon emissions from 
soil and deforestation is one priority. Another 
is assisting farmers in protecting themselves 
against the adverse impacts of climate change by 
adapting agricultural practices.

Countries across the region have demon-
strated the potential for greener agriculture. 
Options include: reducing methane in rice 
production by flooding fields only for a certain 
number of days; zero-tillage farming to avoid 
releasing CO2 from soils; and sequestering carbon 
by burning crop residues at low temperatures to 
produce ‘biochar’, which can then be buried in 
the soil. Many more countries now recognise the 
value of afforestation and reforestation. Others 
have shown the potential of chemical-free, non-
irrigated, organic agriculture.

Cleaner Sources for Energy Generation

In 2005, around 28 per cent of developing Asia-
Pacific greenhouse gas emissions came from 
energy supply. Overall, around 85 per cent of the 
region’s primary energy comes from fossil fuels, 
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in the form of coal, natural gas and oil — a propor-
tion that has not changed much over the years.

Across the region, the demand for energy is 
certain to grow to meet current development 
deficits. Around one quarter of people in the 
region’s developing countries lack electricity. 
There are also significant disparities in access 
between and within countries. Even households 
and businesses with electricity connections experi-
ence frequent fluctuations and power cuts.

Countries need more energy not just for 
economic development but also for alleviating 
poverty and improving human welfare. Most 
Asia-Pacific countries are net importers of energy. 
They could use this more efficiently while looking 
for alternative sources. For power, this will mean 
switching from coal to natural gas, and using more 
renewable energy resources, including biomass, 
solar, wind, hydro and geothermal energy. These 
changes will need to happen very soon, since most 
investments in the new energy infrastructure are 
normally locked in for 40 to 50 years.

A number of countries make extensive use 
of renewable energy resources — Nepal and 
New Zealand, for example, generate more than 
60 per cent of their electricity from hydropower 
and other renewable sources. But governments 
across the region have taken steps to promote the 
use of renewable energy, for example, by obliging 
energy utilities to purchase renewable energy and 
adopt feed-in tariffs. Indonesia has introduced 
these measures for small-scale renewable energy 
plants. Thailand has also used these incentives 
for small power producers who use biomass 
and other renewable resources. Singapore has 
offered guaranteed prices for power based on 
municipal waste.

The deployment of these new technologies can 
also be speeded up by North–South and South–
South cooperation. For example, under the 
renewable energy action plan of the Government 
of Viet Nam, scientists have developed three 
new types of micro-hydroelectricity generators 
suitable for remote areas with excellent water 
flow. These have become popular in other Asian 
countries, such as Nepal, Papua New Guinea 
and the Philippines.

The energy sector has also been one of the 
main beneficiaries of the Kyoto Protocol’s Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM). Viet Nam, 
for example, has had 34 registered CDM projects. 

But the CDM has come under some criticism, 
including its effectiveness in technology transfer 
to developing countries, and it will be important 
to ensure objective assessment of the possible 
benefits, as well as opening it up more to the 
least developed countries.

FAIR AND BALANCED CONSUMPTION

Asia-Pacific has become the world’s dynamo of 
economic growth and a vast consumer market, 
but a very unequal one. The region is confronted 
not just by rising consumption and waste but 
also by chronic under-consumption: almost one 
quarter of the region’s people live in extreme 
poverty, on PPP $1.25 or less a day. The region 
is also home to a major share of the world’s 
population lacking electricity and modern fuels 
for cooking. Some people consume too little — 
in 17 countries, 10 per cent or more of the 
population subsists on inadequate diets. Other 
people aspire to the high-consumption lifestyles 
of the global consumer class. While millions of 
people still live in poverty, lacking many basic 
resources, economic growth has translated into 
higher overall household expenditure. Between 
the decades 1990–99 and 2000–09, global per 
capita household expenditure increased by 
18 per cent, while in a number of Asian countries 
it increased far more rapidly — by 48 per cent 
in Cambodia, for example, and 92 per cent in 
China. At the same time, there has been a rise in 
inequality. This does not mean that the rich are 
getting richer and the poor are getting poorer, 
but rather that the rich are getting richer faster, 
while the poor are missing out on most of this 
rising prosperity.

Global experience indicates that, on average, 
as per capita incomes increase, carbon emissions 
also tend to rise. Going up the income scale of 
country groupings, the sharpest rise is between 
the middle- and high-income categories.

Asia-Pacific now has a substantial middle class 
that aspires to lifestyles that could prove unsus-
tainable in the face of climate change. Defining 
a middle-class income as $2 to $20 per capita per 
day, between 1990 and 2008 the middle class rose 
from 21 to 56 per cent of the region’s popula-
tion. Rising incomes have driven up global de-
mand for processed food, water, transport, energy, 
housing and a wide range of consumer goods. 
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One of the most visible signs of this expenditure 
is the growth in the number of cars. Between 
1999 and 2009, the production of cars in India 
increased on an average by 15 per cent annually, 
and in China by 36 per cent. By 2020, China is 
expected to have nearly 225 million automobiles 
plying its roads; and by 2050, India could have 
811 million. These increases will have implica-
tions for emissions.

As the middle class earns more, they are 
also changing diets — for better and for worse. 
Responding to wider choices and to advertis-
ing, households in the developing Asia-Pacific 
countries, particularly those with young people, 
are eating more, especially meat and dairy prod-
ucts as well as processed food and drinks. The 
dietary transition includes a strong preference for 
meat. This has implications for climate change, 
as livestock is a significant contributor to global 
emissions.

Countries thus have to strike a balance 
between cutting back on the over-exploitation 
of their resources and simultaneously increas-
ing consumption of energy services, better food, 
water and sanitation services that would enable 
poor communities to become more resilient. 
The region must also look ahead. Human 
development involves expanding choices for all, 
including the generations to come.

Energy for Resilience

Addressing the present levels of under-
consumption of basics, such as adequate food, 
water, shelter, transport and energy services, 
will need to be prioritised so that communities 
not only improve their human development but 
are also prepared to withstand the additional 
challenges of climate change. An important part 
of this agenda is to increase access to modern 
energy services that are not only affordable but 
now need to be cleaner too. Access to energy is 
particularly critical — for example, of all the rural 
people in the world deprived of modern fuels 
for cooking, 63 per cent are from Asia-Pacific. 
Extending cleaner energy to the poor supports 
better emissions management in the process 
of building energy security. It is also crucial 
to adaptation, helping vulnerable people build 
resilience, diversify and secure their livelihoods, 
and obtain quality health care and education.

At present, much of the debate on energy 
remains entangled in the issue of rising con-
sumption and associated emissions. Discussions 
tackle the likely trade-offs between emissions 
and growth, with less recognition of the levels 
of ‘under-consumption’ and the centrality of 
access to energy services in boosting human 
development, building resilience and helping 
communities adapt. While much remains to be 
done, a number of countries have demonstrated 
what is possible. In Viet Nam, for instance, 
between 1986 and 2009 access to electricity grew 
from about 10 to 97 per cent — with almost all 
households now connected to the grid.

Switching to Energy-Efficient Technologies

Asia-Pacific presents a wide diversity of life-
styles. While the poor need to improve their 
consumption levels, the middle classes and the 
rich need to orient their lifestyles towards lower-
carbon pathways. All countries, rich and poor, 
will need to consider how to manage emissions 
better as part of the process of adapting to climate 
change and supporting disadvantaged groups in 
accelerating their human development. For the 
developing countries, this will involve producing 
and consuming more — but differently, recog-
nising the limits of scarce resources and fragile 
ecosystems. Fortunately, these countries do not 
need to follow automatically the path taken by the 
rich economies: grow first, clean up later. Instead, 
they can choose directions that take finite natural 
resources into account, such as switching to more 
energy-efficient technologies.

Governments can help by facilitating access to 
cleaner technology through international part-
nerships, and providing regulatory frameworks 
along with fiscal measures and incentives that 
influence private-sector and consumer behaviour. 
China, for example, has started a Green Lighting 
Programme based on compact fluorescent lamps. 
Since these lamps have been used mainly by richer 
urban consumers, in 2008 the government started 
to subsidise compact fluorescent lamps to make 
them more affordable.

Reorienting Lifestyles

In addition to using more efficient technologies, 
it will also be important to help consumers make 
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more informed and greener choices. Local govern-
ments, civil society and consumer organisations 
can help in this by providing information about 
the carbon emissions of products and services 
and the opportunities for sustainable lifestyles. 
Carbon-labelling initiatives, for example, can 
help consumers make greener purchases. But 
in cases of products exported from develop-
ing to developed countries, the lack of such 
labelling should not become an excuse for 
trade restrictions that could negatively impact 
livelihoods, especially for the poor.

Values that emphasise sustainability in Asia 
also provide opportunities for behaviour change, 
and carry the seeds that can shape consumer 
choices. These jostle with the values of present-
day rising consumerism. For example, concepts 
like the ‘middle path’ and newer ideas like the 
‘sufficiency economy’ of Thailand provide 
entry points. Springing from local realities, they 
can provide avenues through which scientific 
knowledge can spur an array of climate-friendly 
choices in daily lives.

Tapping Co-benefits

While many people may change their behav-
iour just to play a part in reducing emissions, 
most people are more likely to act if there are 
‘co-benefits’ — such as cleaner water and less 
polluted air. Measures to switch from private to 
public transport will cut emissions and reduce 
traffic congestion. Another co-benefit is cost 
savings — for example, more CFL lighting can 
save costs while lowering emissions.

But there may not always be co-benefits. In 
some cases, there will have to be trade-offs, requir-
ing some groups to give up privileges for the 
common good. This could occur, for example, 
by taxing high-energy consumer durables such as 
large cars or putting limits on the consumption 
of energy. Countries across the region already 
have some experience that can usefully be shared. 
Singapore, for example, has pioneered systems 
for managing transport, and in the Republic 
of Korea some homes and businesses receive 
incentives for reducing their consumption of 
electricity and water.

Campaigns for behaviour change can be 
particularly powerful when spearheaded by 
youth and children who are keen to take action 
themselves by saving electricity and reducing 

waste. Viet Nam, for example, has a green 
youth movement, ‘3R’, which is promoting the 
principles of ‘reduce, reuse and recycle’.

Counting Emissions by Consumption

Progress in human development expands 
choices; it also enables people to consume more. 
As incomes rise in developing countries, it will 
be important to track greenhouse gases not 
just through production but also through con-
sumption. Independent researchers can develop 
norms for emissions over the entire life-cycle of 
products and services. This will contribute to 
carbon-labelling initiatives and help richer con-
sumers make greener purchasing decisions.

RAISING RURAL RESILIENCE

In Asia and the Pacific, around 60 per cent of 
people, and three quarters of the extreme poor, 
live in rural areas. Rural areas play an important 
part in Asia and the Pacific as the ‘food supplier 
and carbon sink’ for this fast-growing region. 
More than half the region’s economically active 
population and their dependents — amounting 
to 2.2 billion people — work in agriculture, 
fishery or forestry. But much greater investment 
in infrastructure, institutions and capacities will 
be needed to ensure that the rural poor will 
gain resilience to climate change. Significant 
disruptions to rural lives may come from higher 
temperatures or concentrations of greenhouse 
gases. Extreme climatic events can wipe out crops, 
reduce opportunities for employment, increase 
food prices and destroy property. They can also 
lead to deaths, injuries and diseases — and place 
additional burdens on poor households that lack 
insurance and safety nets. Repeated climate shocks 
will reinforce inequality and trigger powerful 
downward spirals in human development.

Governments in the region recognise the 
risks, but have yet to build these new scenarios 
into programmes for reducing rural poverty. 
At present, rural communities get relatively 
little support in terms of funds or services; for 
example, they find it difficult to market goods 
if they do not have all-weather roads and often 
do not have reliable and accurate knowledge 
of climate-related issues. In larger countries, 
national governments are seldom able to reach 
out to the poorest rural communities and islands. 
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And in some countries, communities on remote 
outer islands rarely receive visits from officials, 
and so are unaware of government policies on 
climate change.

Ultimately, the best way to make rural women 
and men more resilient to climate change is 
through more sustainable and inclusive rural 
development. Communities that are well educated 
and have reliable sources of income and equal 
rights will be in a much stronger position to adjust 
to new demands. They can work effectively with 
local authorities to achieve strategic and planned 
adaptation, and be a part of greater coordination 
to manage demands for scarce resources between 
rural and urban areas. Recognising the value of 
sustainable rural ecosystem management will be 
an opportunity to adjust the balance in favour of 
rural development.

Rural communities are also likely to be more 
resilient if they have a broader range of liveli-
hoods. Traditionally, they have diversified from 
subsistence agriculture by cultivating household 
vegetable gardens, rearing a few livestock or run-
ning small shops. But they can also adopt more 
modern farm practices as well as rural industries, 
handicrafts or, in some areas, eco-tourism. For 
this they will need better markets and economic 
opportunities that are climate-resilient, as well 
as stronger public services and infrastructure. 
These strategies should pay particular attention 
to gender equity; climate change affects women 
and men differently, and their skills and needs 
also differ. Women are still more dependent on 
agriculture than men, who have shifted in larger 
proportions to non-farm jobs. While gender gaps 
in primary education are beginning to close up, 
women tend to receive less further education and 
vocational skill training, especially in South Asia, 
which prevents them from pursuing livelihoods 
less dependent on natural resources. Women 
are also less likely than men to be reached by 
extension services to increase the resilience of 
agricultural livelihoods.

Linking Autonomous with Planned Adaptation

When it comes to adaptation, rural communities 
are not starting from scratch. They may have 
little access to information on climate science, 
and tend to react to immediate problems rather 
than anticipating future changes. Nevertheless, 

they have a broad array of strategies for coping 
with climate variability; some have evolved over 
generations and centuries, others have been 
developed only recently in response to new 
climatic stresses. These include controls on the 
cutting of trees, diversifying to more resilient 
crops and readjusting the methods and timing of 
cultivation to cope with new circumstances.

More empowered communities can work 
effectively with local authorities to achieve more 
strategic, planned adaptation. Building on local 
knowledge can be more effective than intro-
ducing completely new practices that might 
force poor people into high-risk transitions. 
Governments should be able to reinforce past 
experience with the growing body of scientific 
information.

As well as saving lives, it is also important to 
protect assets. The rural poor often live in sub-
standard housing in dangerous locations. In rural 
areas, where structures are smaller and simpler, 
better standards can often be achieved through 
redesign and retrofitting. However, this will 
also require better planning to minimise new 
settlements in high-risk locations, such as those 
prone to flooding. Many of these options for 
adaptation will be ‘no-regrets’ initiatives: they will 
pay off under current conditions and bring even 
higher returns in the event of climate change.

Governments can also strengthen local re-
sponses to disaster. Since external support can 
be slow to arrive, rural communities can also 
be encouraged to help themselves. To enable 
them to do so more effectively, they will need 
better community-based vulnerability and risk 
assessment planning, as well as financial support. 
Community-based disaster risk management 
programmes are thus an important entry point for 
climate change adaptation, bringing immediate 
benefits to already disaster-prone communities.

Rural communities can also make use of 
private-sector involvement. Companies could, 
for example, help small-holders get irrigation and 
other technologies that will help them cope with 
unreliable rainfall. They can also devise finance 
and climate adaptation insurance products for 
the poor and develop tools for risk management, 
scenario planning and disaster preparedness.

In some countries, planned adaptation is 
already under way, based on national processes 
like the National Adaptation Programmes of 
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Action and National Communications under 
the UNFCCC framework, regional disaster 
management and adaptation roadmaps, as well 
as countries’ national strategies and policies and 
action plans. These have largely concentrated 
on assessing the potential impacts and risks of 
climate change at a national level, paying rela-
tively little attention to supporting the special 
needs of local institutions in rural areas.

Difficult Decisions

Climate change opens up many uncertainties and 
will demand difficult decisions. Policy makers 
have to assess their proposals carefully, look-
ing at the potential trade-offs and the impacts 
on different vulnerable groups. They have to 
be aware, for example, that some adaptation 
strategies could create other challenges — 
increasing emissions of greenhouse gases, for 
example, or disproportionately burdening the 
most vulnerable, or limiting the choices avail-
able to future generations. While one group 
benefits from a particular measure, others might 
lose. For example, many governments in the 
region aiming to increase energy supply and 
reduce dependency on fossil fuels have built 
hydropower dams. These large-scale projects 
can not only displace millions of rural people, 
but also alter river ecosystems, thus undermining 
the livelihoods of those living downstream and 
reducing their resilience to climate change.

Adaptation often requires long-term invest-
ment — particularly for making rural infra-
structure such as roads more climate-resilient. 
Poorer countries, as well as poorer households 
and individuals, will struggle to find the funds 
to invest today for what may be a distant benefit. 
Funds can come from a variety of sources. 
Ministers in the region have recommended that 
5 per cent of local government budgets should 
be allocated for climate-sensitive disaster risk 
management activities at the local authority 
and community level. Local governments can 
also get top-up grants or performance-based 
grants and use these to provide incentives to 
households or businesses for responsible, climate-
smart investments — for climate-proofing 
infrastructure, for example, or for home im-
provements that contribute to household risk 
reduction.

BUILDING GREENER CITIES

The Asia-Pacific region has some of the world’s 
largest and most dynamic cities, which must deal 
with both the causes and the consequences of 
climate change. On the one hand, cities generate 
large quantities of greenhouse gases, mainly 
through energy consumption and local trans-
port. At the same time, they are vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change, including flooding, 
extended heat waves and the destruction of key 
economic assets.

In a changing climate, many coastal cities are 
more exposed to storm surges, with those along 
major rivers inundated by floods that may have 
originated hundreds of kilometres away. Most 
sensitive of all are urban poor communities. 
Asian cities tend to be densely populated, and 
a high proportion of people live in slums and 
shantytowns occupying marginal land in flood-
prone areas alongside rivers or even directly on 
watercourses, or on steep and unstable slopes.

Cities are also vulnerable by virtue of their 
complex systems. Dense, interacting networks 
of communications, power, transport and trade 
make cities prone to sudden disruptions — in 
supplies of electricity, for example, or of food. 
A failure in one system is likely to have knock-on 
effects for many others. Severe climate events can 
also damage key infrastructure vital for lucrative 
economic activities such as tourism, including air-
ports, ports and roads, with corresponding losses 
of income and jobs. Climate change that results 
in droughts or floods will put sanitation systems 
under further stress, compromising hygiene and 
increasing the risk of water-borne diseases.

City dwellers are also particularly affected if 
climate change raises air temperatures or leads 
to more frequent heat waves. Urban activities 
consume energy and produce heat, much of 
which is retained in concrete and asphalt: the 
‘urban heat island’ effect. All city dwellers 
experience this to some extent, but the working 
poor are especially vulnerable since they either 
spend their days labouring out of doors, or work 
indoors without fans or airconditioning.

City Emissions of Greenhouse Gases

As well as suffering from the effects of climate 
change, cities are themselves adding to global 
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warming as major emitters of greenhouse gases. 
While city-level emissions data do not exist for 
most cities, by one estimate, cities globally occupy 
only 2 per cent of land, yet contribute more than 
two-thirds of greenhouse gases, primarily through 
transportation and the use of electricity.

Around one-third of emissions are from trans-
portation. This includes private cars, motorcycles, 
road freight and public vehicles. A number of 
Asian cities now have well-functioning metro 
train systems, but many city dwellers still rely 
on buses, which are often poorly maintained and 
can contribute significantly to both greenhouse 
gas emissions and air pollution. As incomes rise 
and more people buy cars, the emissions will 
rise even faster.

With rising affluence, Asia-Pacific cities are gen-
erating increasing volumes of solid waste, which 
they typically burn or dump in landfills. Much 
of this waste emerges from richer households. 
Poor communities also generate waste, but 
on a smaller scale, and they are more likely to 
reuse and recycle. Since slum areas seldom have 
effective services for waste collection, rubbish 
accumulates in canals, along roadways or in open 
ditches, which affects public health.

Dynamic Urban Adaptation

Cities are centres of dynamism through innova-
tion and investment, and can learn to navigate 
newer, carbon-efficient pathways and adapt to a 
warmer world. Relatively few city administra-
tors appreciate the full implications of climate 
change, however, and, even if they do, they may 
not have the institutional frameworks, tech-
nical capacity or governance arrangements to 
respond adequately. Then there is the question 
of cost. Not all municipalities have strong local 
revenue bases, and national decentralisation 
systems typically devolve responsibilities to city 
administrations without transferring commen-
surate fiscal resources or authority.

Fortunately, across the region elected city lead-
ers who often have considerable autonomy have 
taken positive initiatives. From a human devel-
opment perspective, their main task is to protect 
the poorest residents, helping people gain better 
incomes and housing, and providing sufficient so-
cial protection, while fully incorporating the voices 
of both men and women in decision making.

At the same time, poor communities can 
better protect themselves from urban climate 
disasters even with small improvements to their 
houses and by making use of insurance pro-
grammes linked to climate disaster.

Seeking Carbon-Efficient Paths

Cities should also have the skills and capacity to 
adopt more carbon-efficient paths. Across Asia 
and the Pacific, urban governance institutions 
are starting to work with citizens on reducing 
greenhouse gases. Doing this on a large scale will 
involve a longer-term change in attitudes. Until 
then, the strategy should be to focus on initiatives 
that bring immediate benefits by improving the 
quality of urban life — through less pollution, for 
example, or a reduction in traffic congestion, or 
the creation of more pleasant urban spaces. City 
governments can also encourage climate-friendly 
energy use, more efficient transport, greener 
buildings and better waste management.

Finance for these activities can come from city 
budgets and user payment systems. Cities can 
also consider innovative market-based mechan-
isms and strengthen ‘green’ partnerships with 
the private sector. External donor agencies can 
make funds available to complement national 
and local sources.

Knowledge cannot be taken for granted — not 
just knowledge about climate change, but also 
about options to manage it to improve people’s 
quality of life. Given the many interest groups with 
a stake in the status quo, building awareness based 
on access to accurate information is important. 
Cities can also benefit from sharing knowledge 
and cooperating more widely across borders. 
Internationally, they can share experiences 
through the Local Governments for Sustainability 
(ICLEI) initiative, the Asian Cities Climate 
Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN), the 
Cities and Climate Change Initiative (CCCI) and 
the C40 climate leadership group. These, as well 
as city twinning programmes, can enable South–
South collaboration to exchange knowledge and 
technology and to develop advocacy positions. 
Cities can benefit from the relevant experiences 
of local, national and international NGOs as well 
as research organisations and capitalise on these to 
alter the course of urban development and move 
in lower-carbon, greener directions.

City governments 
can encourage 
climate-friendly 
energy use, more 
efficient transport, 
greener buildings 
and better waste 
management
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PLANNING FOR THE PLANET

The world cannot turn back the clock or aim 
unrealistically for zero emissions. Societies need 
to focus less on emissions per se, and more on 
managing emissions for humanity to survive 
and thrive over generations through inevitable 
change. This requires not just clean energy but 
equitable access to energy, not just conserving 
trees but securing livelihoods, not restricting 
mobility but enabling transport for all. A funda-
mental rethink needs to take place, based on 
a shared recognition that the planet’s natural 
resources are not free or inexhaustible. For all 
countries, managing development differently 
will require open and honest debate, including 
identifying the barriers to change. Some bottle-
necks are:

Institutional mismatch: The basic unit of governance 
remains the nation-state, while climate change 
is borderless. Domestic control over climate 
change is also limited by globally interlinked 
economic and ecological value chains. Moreover, 
democratically elected governments may have 
limited time horizons, which reduce their incen-
tives to focus on long-term issues. International 
mechanisms can get locked into a ‘rich country’ 
versus ‘poor country’ dichotomy.

Slow changes in attitudes: People will have to 
rapidly re-examine and modify old ways. This 
is harder than adjusting more slowly. There can 
be understandable reluctance to change familiar 
ways of doing things. Others may consider 
climate change to be an issue far removed from 
their lives. Or they may see global warming as 
inevitable and do nothing. Public opinion can 
also be deceived by corporate ‘greenwashing’ — 
intensifying green rhetoric rather than adopting 
environmentally sound practices.

Inadequate assessment tools: National data systems 
are unsuitable for tracking a cross-border phe-
nomenon in which producers and consumers are 
geographically dispersed. Official data systems 
have yet to consider alternative tools like tracking 
emissions by consumption groups, or by rich and 
poor people, rather than by countries.

Governments will need to assess the suitability 
of existing institutions. At the national level, 

this will entail ensuring better coordination 
between ministries, merging them if necessary. 
More effective planning and decision making 
should enable local administrations to articu-
late priorities for adaptation and infrastructure. 
Going beyond electoral politics, deeper and 
wider participation is needed that extends 
beyond parliaments to the larger civil society, 
where climate change issues can also be debated 
by competitive media, for example, and through 
social networks. More inclusive participation can 
expand political voice and reveal who is bearing 
the costs of climate change. Actions by user 
groups can influence the use of land and water, 
and trigger the use of technologies that respond 
better to local complexities.

Actions on the ground need not wait for 
international agreements. While global con-
sensus on common directions is important, the 
private sector, municipalities, civil society and 
individuals can already take an array of steps 
that accelerate change. As these initiatives grow 
in number, they can galvanise government 
commitment to cooperate better for the good 
of humanity.

While continuing to push at the larger, struc-
tural barriers of institutions, attitudes and assess-
ments identified so far, developing countries in 
Asia-Pacific can identify priority actions that 
meet local needs. This Report suggests four 
priorities:

Encourage the Transition to Green 
Technologies

Governments, international agencies and 
regional bodies can promote green technologies 
for more efficient and cleaner processes in 
energy, agriculture and transport. Through 
regulations and fiscal incentives, governments 
can encourage the private sector and individuals 
to switch to green technologies. Some of the 
technology is already available, and can be 
transferred through North–South and South–
South cooperation. But governments and the 
private sector will also need to invest in local 
capacity to ensure that these technologies are 
used widely — for example, through retraining 
workers while avoiding job losses. Households 
can also consider using green technologies — the 
use of photovoltaic technology, for example, can 
be supported by feed-in tariffs.

While global 
consensus 

on common 
directions is 

important, the 
private sector, 

municipalities, 
civil society and 
individuals can 

already take steps 
that accelerate 

change
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Expand Sources of Finance

Governments and private actors should harness 
all potential sources of finance — domestic 
and international, public and private. Domestic 
fiscal policy such as carbon taxes and levies can 
encourage more efficient use of energy, as well as 
generating revenue for addressing vulnerability. 
Although public sources of finance through taxes, 
fees, efficiency gains and lower subsidies may be 
limited, they can be leveraged to garner growing 
and varied private sources. Developing countries 
in Asia and the Pacific should also look further 
to the globally available public and private funds 
channelled through multilateral and bilateral 
agencies. Emissions trading under the Kyoto 
mechanism could help developing countries 
have improved access to finance. The REDD+ 
initiative, if managed well, could contribute to 
rural resilience while controlling emissions. 
Additional measures should foster greater equity 
and voice for developing countries in their access 
to climate change finance. Developing countries 
also need domestic reforms in policies and in-
centives that would facilitate the public sector’s 
ability to leverage private finance.

Addressing the many facets of climate change 
in the process of development requires effective 
use of domestic public finance to the fullest 
extent possible. Measures such as increasing 
taxes or reducing subsidies require strong 
political commitment. With greater awareness 
and improved governance, citizen support will 
bolster political will.

Strengthen Knowledge to Shape Low-Carbon 
Preferences

Action on climate change should be built 
on a common knowledge base derived from 
independent and credible sources that people 
can use to shape their preferences and actions. 

These include North–South and South–South 
exchanges between universities and research 
organisations. Governments and media can 
disseminate the latest information as a high 
priority. For farmers, for example, this would 
include seasonal weather forecasts to help 
them plan planting and harvesting. Consumer 
organisations can also provide non-partisan 
information to help buyers make greener and 
safer choices.

Join Forces across Borders

Concerted action to address climate change 
requires cooperation and coordination on trans-
boundary issues. Combining endeavours can 
eliminate duplication of efforts, enhance fund-
ing directed at adapting to climate change, and 
foster sustainable and more creative problem 
solving. Even as countries cooperate interna-
tionally, however, they need to take domestic 
action for fairer impacts on the ground. Gov-
ernments and regional organisations can sign up 
to international agreements that take full account 
of Asia-Pacific concerns. These should cover 
cooperation on conservation and protection of 
ecosystems, technology transfer, water policies, 
forest management and disaster management. 
Cooperation is important within countries too — 
local governments can take progressive steps to 
cooperate by learning from each other’s experi-
ences on the ground, the specific pitfalls faced, 
innovative financing strategies to support adap-
tation and practical entry points that work.

People have been transforming nature at 
an unprecedented pace — human activity is 
affecting the one planet we have to share. The 
only alternative is to follow a more sustainable 
path that fulfils the urgent human development 
needs of today while preserving a habitable 
planet. The goal is clear: reduce poverty, but 
leave a fainter footprint.
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The cover design plays upon a traditional sepak takraw ball as a metaphor for 

the Earth. Hand-fashioned from rattan and unique to Asia-Pacific, the ball 

symbolises interconnectedness, resilience and creativity — leveraging these 

can help deal with climate change, while ignoring them will affect human 

development negatively. Climate change is a threat on a planetary scale. 

People everywhere, especially the poor, are increasingly exposed to the 

consequences of global warming regardless of where the causes originate.  

The woven  rattan represents how collaborating for collective good can result 

in a harmonious  future. Equally, humanity could go the other way — if 

climate change is not managed in a coordinated way, it will unravel human 

progress now and in the days to come.
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People in Asia-Pacific will be profoundly affected by climate change. Home to more than half of 
humanity, the region straddles some of the world's most geographically diverse and climate-exposed
areas. Despite having contributed little to the steady upward climb in the greenhouse gas emissions 
that cause global warming, some of the region's most vulnerable communities — whether mountain 
dwellers, island communities or the urban poor — face the severest consequences.

Poverty continues to decline in this dynamic region, but climate change may undercut hard-won 
gains. Growing first and cleaning up later is no longer an option, as it once was for the developed 
countries. Developing nations need to grow and manage climate consequences at the same time. 
They must both support resilience, especially among vulnerable populations, and shift to lower-carbon
pathways. Emerging threats, whether from melting glaciers or rising sea levels, cross borders and 
demand coordinated regional and global action.

There may be some uncomfortable trade-offs, but the way forward is clear — it lies in sustaining 
human development for the future we want. When people have equitable access to basics such as 
livelihoods, clean energy, health and pollution-free air, greater climate resilience and improved 
emissions management will follow. This report outlines where transformation can begin: in cleaner, 
more efficient production, in fair and balanced consumption, and in both rural and urban areas. 
Through better institutions, more accurate knowledge and changed attitudes, Asia-Pacific societies 
can find smarter strategies for adapting to a warmer world.
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