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Abstract: Ecosystem-based adaptation as a concept of adapting to the adverse effects of 
climate change has become a popular approach that enjoys a good reputation. However, the 
evidence base for it is rather thin. This thesis sets out to explore the challenges and limitations 
linked to projects that engage in the concept, in order to estimate the potential threat that may 
lie in the ignorance of them. Timescales of projects related to the concept shall be the second 
major focus of this thesis as it has not been sufficiently examined yet by the literature. 
Empirical material has been gathered and analyzed in the form of interviews with people who 
have been and are currently working in projects related to ecosystem-based adaptation. The 
results allow recommendations for the implementation of future projects, as lessons learned 
were identified.  
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Summary 
Summary: The necessity of adapting towards the effects of climate change has become more 
and more apparent. The mitigation of greenhouse gases has been the dominant aspect of 
climate change protection over the course of the last fifty years. However, gradually 
progressing climate changes are making adaptation increasingly important. The involvement 
in the field of adaptation has been experiencing a massive increase over the past 20 years. A 
literature review study revealed a fivefold increase in scientific literature that has been 
published in relation to climate change adaptation between the years 2007 – 2010 (Glick et 
al., 2011, p.4). Ecosystem-based adaptation is a concept that has been evolving alongside this 
increase in the last decade. So far, the concept is portrayed rather positively by the literature, 
and there are claims that it may even be glorified. The challenges and limitations of the 
concept are not being considered sufficiently. The same goes for timescales of projects and 
issues related to that. This thesis aims to address this by looking at projects that are related to 
the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation. Over the course of gathering empirical data in the 
forms of interviews, five different projects, including their sub-projects, have been the object 
of investigation. The common underlying factor of these selected projects is the fact that they 
are all supported by the International Climate Initiative, which is a funding tool of the German 
Government. The analysis of the interviews has revealed information regarding the theoretical 
understanding of ecosystem-based adaptation and its evolution over the past years. This has 
provided insight into how the projects are coming close to the theoretical aspects of the 
concept, as described by the literature, and in what ways they differ. Moreover, it was found 
that the projects were facing numerous challenges. Some of the challenges are of a general 
nature that applies for more than one project that engage in ecosystem-based adaptation. 
Some of the challenges are more context-specific that cannot be related to the concept of 
ecosystem-based adaptation itself. The results indicate a conclusion that there is an actual 
threat that the theoretical concept will lose its momentum if some of the challenges cannot be 
addressed in the future. The thesis also identifies certain challenges that could be easily 
avoided by future projects, if lessons are learnt from them. In regards to timescales, the thesis 
revealed the importance of considering the time management of projects. It was discovered 
that the time allocated to projects was too short in some cases and general ecosystem-based 
adaptation projects could stand to benefit from longer life spans. 
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1. Introduction 
This thesis sets out to contribute to the research surrounding the topic of climate change 
adaptation. The focus shall be adaptation to the adverse effects of climate change; in 
particular, the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation. This represents a field that seeks to 
help people build resilience against threats related to climate change, through the use of the 
services that ecosystems can provide. The beauty of it is that even though we are dealing with 
a human-centered approach, the value of nature is in the focus at the same time. Even though 
this is not necessarily a novel approach- humans have always made use of ecosystems in order 
to adapt to a certain change in climate – the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation as a 
theoretical construct is. In the last decade, a steep increase of interest in the theoretical 
concept has taken place – both in the scientific and in the political arena (GEF, 2012, p.1; 
UNFCCC, 2011, p.4; Doswald et al., 2014, p.186; Jones et al., 2012, p.504). Since its 
appearance as a theoretical concept over the course of the last decade, it has made it all the 
way up to the UNFCCC and CBD and arrived at the global field of climate change protection 
and the interest in the concept is steadily increasing. Projects are being implemented globally 
by development agencies, governments, conservation organizations. These organizations are 
trying to make sense of it; trying to discover and harness its potential. Literature is 
increasingly being published in the scientific community, a lot of it in a tenor expressing the 
need for further research. It makes a lot of sense to look at the concept at this moment, also 
through the lens of sustainability. 
 

1.1.1 Problem statement and aims of the thesis 

Since the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation has come up fairly recently, the issue of 
putting a commonly accepted definition on it cannot be closed. The basic understanding of the 
concept and what shall be understood as ecosystem-based adaptation is still an ongoing 
discussion. The need for further research that is being expressed by the scientific community 
is heading away from only shedding light on all the benefits that ecosystem-based adaptation 
can provide. The need for literature highlighting the positive aspects seems to be recognized 
to a satisfactory extent. It has been shown in almost all cases that when engaging in 
ecosystem-based adaptation, not only are positive effects created in the sense of adaptive 
capacity towards climate change, but numerous so called ‘co-benefits’ also emerge. However, 
the stories often lack scientific evidence that show the contribution of the concept to climate 
change adaptation. While it is important to continue to examine the potential benefits and a 
positive attitude towards the concept is certainly important to keep up. Nevertheless, a 
realistic point of view is also needed in order for it not to become a shiny fairytale that used to 
be told once upon a time and then ended up on the graveyard of climate change adaptation 
concepts. Both the scientific literature and practitioners’ experiences seem to agree that in 
order for the concept to mature and for it to become a useful tool in the international arena of 
climate change protection it is necessary to focus increasingly on other aspects of it. This 
includes the economic side which requires hard numbers – monetary evaluation and cost 
benefit analysis and in addition, the thresholds, limitations and challenges surrounding. The 
timescale of ecosystem-based adaptation is another factor not being examined sufficiently, 
according to the literature. In future research, this must be given a higher priority. 

This thesis explores and reflects upon the challenges and limitations that can be associated 
with the concept. It focuses on why it is important to examine such aspects and why there are 
risks and negative effects involved in their neglect. The second major focus shall be to reflect 
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on timescales in relation to projects involving ecosystem-based adaptation and why it is one 
crucial factor in dealing with it. This thesis will not contribute to all of these issues in their 
entirety, which surrounds the economics of the concept in terms of hard facts – such as cost 
benefit analysis, monetary evaluation etc. 
 

1.1.2 Research questions 

My evaluation of the existing literature in the field of ecosystem-based adaptation has led to 
the development of the following research questions: 
 
 What is ecosystem-based adaptation – in theory and practice? 
 

Why may the ignorance of challenges in projects related to ecosystem-based 
adaptation threaten its potential as a concept? 

 
How and why is the timescale of projects related to ecosystem-based adaptation 
relevant? 

1.2 Adaptation to climate change 
We now seem to have come to a point where the following is widely accepted: even if we 
manage to stabilize, or even decrease greenhouse gas emissions globally, the human induced 
climate changes with adverse effects already taking place or in the pipe-line require large 
scale action – adaptation is and will be necessary (UNEP, 2014a, p.1; IPCC, 2007, p.65).  
 
As stated previously, adaptation is not new, in fact that is most certainly one reason why 
homo sapiens have been able to spread literally all over the planet (IPCC, 2014b, p. 8). 
Research in archeology and other fields has shown that adaptation to changing socio-
ecological systems, which includes climate variability, is not at all a recent attribute of human 
societies (Thomsen et al., 2012, p. 1). Societies have a long history of adapting to the impacts 
of climate and weather through a range of different practices including crop diversification, 
irrigation, water management, disaster risk management and insurance (IPCC, 2007, p.65). 
However, climate change now poses risks outside of the boundaries known so far – including 
impacts related to droughts, heat waves, accelerated glacier retreat, storm surges, flooding, 
hurricane and typhoon intensity, as well as land erosion at the seaside (IPCC, 2007, p. 65).  
 
Borrowed from Latin in the 13th century, the term ‘to adapt’ appeared and was used in the 
sense of ‘to apply’ and then in a more abstract sense ‘to put in accordance with something’. 
The present use of the term ‘to adapt’ emerged later in the 16th century. ‘Adaptation’ on the 
other hand, stems from the Medieval Latin word ‘adaptatio’ coined in the 13th century. This 
then generalized first in French and then also in English in the 16th century to describe the 
action of adapting in the sense of adjusting. Then in the 19th century with the expansion of the 
field of biology, the term adaptation came to include the idea of modification and finally 
gained its present semantic meaning through trans-disciplinary appropriation by psychology 
and sociology (Simonet, 2010, p. 2). 
 
Hence, the term adaptation has had a long and multidisciplinary history of investigation and 
as a result, the meanings differ by field and practice (Moser & Ekstrom, 2010, p. 22026). 
Thomsen et al. (2012) point out that the concept of adaptation in relation to climate change 
does not enjoy a consensus of definition. In fact, the concept is just beginning to emerge in 
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studies that explore its social and ethical dimensions. Jones and Boyd (2011) have identified a 
shortcoming of looking at the concept from this viewpoint. This reveals that the science 
surrounding adaptation is still evolving and exploring its meaning. A widely used definition 
of adaptation is given by the IPCC in their Fifth Assessment Report. Here, adaptation is 
defined as the “[...] process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects. In 
human systems, adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial 
opportunities. In some natural systems, human intervention may facilitate adjustment to 
expected climate and its effects.”(IPCC, 2014, p. 5). A similar definition is provided by the 
UNFCCC, which states: ”Adaptation refers to adjustments in ecological, social, or economic 
systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli and their effects or impacts. It 
refers to changes in processes, practices, and structures to moderate potential damages or to 
benefit from opportunities associated with climate change.”(UNFCCC, 2014). These 
understandings of adaptation shall be adopted for the purposes of this thesis. 

Why is it necessary to look at adaptation? The international community are currently facing a 
substantial problem in relation to greenhouse gas emissions – the 2013 Physical Science Basis 
report of the IPCC revealed that concentrations of the greenhouse gases carbon dioxide 
(CO2), methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide (N2O) exceeded the highest concentrations recorded 
in ice cores during the past 800,000 years (IPCC, 2013, p.11). The increase in average 
concentration in the atmosphere is 40% for CO2, 150% for CH4 and 20% for N2O compared 
to pre-industrial times in 1750 (IPCC, 2013, p.12). With the industrial revolution the burning 
of large amounts of fossil sunlight energy started. We are continuously tapping into this 
energy source and by doing so increasing greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere. 
Other sources of great importance are emissions from deforestation and land degradation. The 
concentrations that the planet as a system has been used to over long periods of time are being 
altered, which has now led to a severe disturbance of radiative forcing. So far, it seems that 
humans are not able to successfully control the output of emissions. This is indicated by the 
annual UNEP Emission Gap Report. The report compares the current track of emissions that 
we are on, to what is required to keep global warming to a maximum of a 2°C average 
increase in temperature compared to pre-industrial times with a likelihood of >66%. It shows 
that we are falling behind (UNEP, 2013, p.xii). The 2°C maximum increase in temperature is 
a debate on its own and shall not be examined at this point in detail, as it is a political ‘goal’ 
that has been agreed upon in the Copenhagen Agreement in 2009 at the COP 15 and is heavily 
debated. Many argue that a 2°C rise in temperature is already way beyond a temperature in 
which adverse climate change effects are out of control. Nevertheless, we are not even on 
track for a maximum rise of 2°C. The Emissions Gap Report of 2013 stated that expected 
emissions for the year 2020 are estimated to be 59 GtCO2 per year (range: 56 - 60GtCO2 per 
year), under a business-as-usual scenario that already considers all the mitigation actions 
currently under way assuming that all of the pledges will be met. But in order to stay below 
the 2°C, annual emissions should be about 44 GtCO2 per year (range: 38-47 GtCO2 per year), 
which leaves a gap of about 8-12 GtCO2 per year. Thus the failure to mitigate greenhouse gas 
emissions to an acceptable extent is one reason why adaptation is of great importance. Not 
only is it relevant to look at future scenarios – changes in climate are of present relevance: “In 
recent decades, changes in climate have caused impacts on natural and human systems on all 
continents and across the oceans.” (IPCC, 2014b, p. 4). The impact of climate change is 
experienced most strongly and comprehensively by natural systems, and while human 
systems are affected in a similar fashion, such is not to the same extent as the natural 
counterpart (IPCC, 2014b, p. 4). However, the global burden of humans becoming ill from 
climate change is relatively small compared to other stressors and is not well quantified. 
Increased heat-related mortality as well as decreased cold-related mortality has been observed 
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in some regions and in some cases local changes in temperature and rainfall have altered the 
distribution of water borne illnesses (IPCC, 2014b, p. 6). It is important to draw the picture of 
climate change impacts as realistically as possible and avoid over-dramatization. The direct 
impact of climate change on human health is rather small at this point in time, it is more the 
indirect effects that matter – e.g. the effects on ecosystems on which people rely. Various 
levels of government are starting to develop adaptation plans and policies by integrating them 
into broader development plans. This suggests that governments are trying to integrate climate 
change considerations (IPCC, 2014b, p. 8). The acceptance and interest in climate change 
adaptation has increased especially over the last fifteen years (Naumann et al, 2011, p.45). In 
its Fourth Assessment Report, the IPCC suggests to put a higher focus on adaptation to 
increase the capacity of countries, regions, communities and social groups to adapt to climate 
change in ways synergistic to sustainable development (Adger et al, 2007, p. 737). The 
increased realization of the importance of adaptation is also reflected in an increased number 
of scientific publications. A literature review by Glick et al. found a five-fold increase in 
climate change adaptation literature from 2007 to 2010 (Glick et al, 2011, p. 4). 
 

1.2.1 The scale of adaptation 

It is often stated in the literature that adaptation measures are local, in contrast to mitigation. It 
is unquestionably true that adaptation measures are a response to specific climate risks and 
impacts mostly of a local nature. The IPCC states in the Synthesis Report of the fifth 
assessment that adaptation is place- and context specific (IPCC, 2014a, p.19). 
 
Mitigation actions are described as global, since the emissions released at one point on earth 
all mix up after a while in the atmosphere - a problem of the commons. The same goes for 
mitigation actions that aim to sequestrate GHG that are already present in the atmosphere, as 
this is reducing emissions that could have been released into the atmospheric system at any 
point of time. Despite this very apparent difference in terms of scale, UNEP has released the 
first global framework for adaptation in their 2014 ‘Adaptation Gap Report’. They argue that 
due to the magnitude of the ‘adaptation challenge’ and with respect to the similarities that 
exist between the types of climate risks around the world, a global framework for adaptation 
could help to set clearer goals and targets. It could help to establish metrics to facilitate 
tracking of the progress towards meeting climate goals and targets (UNEP, 2014b, p. xv). 
  
In regards to timescales of adaptation, UNEP noted in their Adaptation Gap Report that the 
focus of their study is laid on the period from 2010 – 2050, as the short to medium term is 
considered the most relevant period of time for framing adaptation actions and decisions 
(UNEP, 2014b, p.xii). This is in line with the IPCC when they state that: “Mitigation and 
adaptation are complementary approaches for reducing risks of climate change impacts over 
different timescales (high confidence). Mitigation, in the near-term and through the century, 
can substantially reduce climate change impacts in the latter decades of the 21st century and 
beyond. Benefits from adaptation can already be realized in addressing current risks, and can 
be realized in the future for addressing emerging risks” (IPCC, 2014a, p. 17). In their Fourth 
Assessment Report, the IPCC states that most of the adaptation measures which are being put 
in place are based on addressing present climate change induced risks but: “A limited but 
growing set of adaptation measures also explicitly considers scenarios of future climate 
change.”(IPCC, 2007, p.65). 
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1.3 Ecosystem-based adaptation 
With the increased attention that adaptation receives, more approaches have appeared over the 
recent years. There is a whole range of strategies and measures that would all fall under the 
term of adaptation. One concept becoming more prominent and gaining more recognition in 
the adaptation and conservation community is the concept of using ecosystem based 
approaches to adapt to climate change. This is also commonly known as ‘ecosystem-based 
adaptation’. Ecosystem-based adaptation is widely understood today as the use of biodiversity 
and ecosystems to help people to adapt to the adverse effects of climate change.  
 
The basis of the theoretical concept can be traced back to the so called ecosystem approach, 
which was coined particularly at the fifth meeting of the parties of the CBD in 2000 (CBD, 
2000, p.103). They define it as “[…] a strategy for the integrated management of land, water 
and living resources that promotes conservation and sustainable use in an equitable way. 
Thus, the application of the ecosystem approach will help to reach a balance of the three 
objectives of the Convention: conservation; sustainable use; and the fair and equitable 
sharing of the benefits arising out of the utilization of genetic resources.” (CBD, 2000, 
p.103). In the following years, a concept inspired by this notion called ‘ecosystem based 
management’ rose in relevance and gained attention not least due to the publication of the 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment in 2005 (Göhler et al, 2013, p. 1). In the assessment, the 
decline of worldwide ecosystem health was elaborately documented (Mercer et al, 2012, p. 
1909). Ecosystem based management is perceived by UNEP as a concept that: 
“[…]recognizes that plant, animal and human communities are interdependent and interact 
with their physical environment to form distinct ecological units called ecosystems” (UNEP 
GPA, 2006, p. 4). In turn, this inspired the conceptualization of the ecosystem-based 
adaptation concept within NGO’s and intergovernmental organization circles, as it has been 
underpinned by the concept of ecosystem services (See chapter 1.3.4). It was perceived as a 
method of using natural solutions to combat climate change (Göhler et al., 2013, p. 1). Since 
then, the concept evolved as an important link between the three Rio Conventions – the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) and the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD). Out of these three conventions, the CBD is most concerned with the concept. The 
first introduction of the concept into the UNFCCC took place at the COP 14 in 2008 in 
Poznań/Poland, where this issue was pushed by NGO’s such as the IUCN and the TNC 
amongst others (Göhler et al., 2013, p. 1). The theoretical concept made it rather quickly into 
these high-level discussions and current efforts now strive to examine the concept further in 
order to close certain knowledge gaps. 
 

1.3.1 Background, definitions and reflections on different perceptions of the concept 
 

Different definitions of the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation exist – while at the same 
time a common, overall-accepted definition of the concept is absent (UNFCCC SBSTA, 2013, 
p. 6). The most cited definition in the scientific literature is noted by the CBD in 2009. It 
states that:“[…] Ecosystem-based adaptation is the use of biodiversity and ecosystem services 
as part of an overall adaptation strategy to help people to adapt to the adverse effects of 
climate change. Ecosystem-based adaptation uses the range of opportunities for the 
sustainable management, conservation, and restoration of ecosystems to provide services that 
enable people to adapt to the impacts of climate change. It aims to maintain and increase the 
resilience and reduce the vulnerability of ecosystems and people in the face of the adverse 
effects of climate change.[…]”(CBD, 2009, p. 41). Furthermore,:“[…] Ecosystem-based 
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adaptation, […] can be cost-effective and generate social, economic and cultural co-benefits 
and contribute to the conservation of biodiversity.”(CBD, 2009, p.10). A year after phrasing 
it this way, the definition was slightly elaborated by the CBD at the 10th CBD COP that was 
held in Nagoya, Japan. In decision X/33 it is documented that the Conference of the Parties 
recognizes, that the ecosystem based approach:“[…] may include sustainable management, 
conservation and restoration of ecosystems, as part of an overall adaptation strategy that 
takes into account the multiple social, economic and cultural co-benefits for local 
communities.” (CBD, 2010, p. 3). Other definitions differ slightly from the one of the CBD 
For example, Jones et al (2012) state that ecosystem-based adaptation measures:”[…] harness 
the capacity of nature to buffer human communities against the adverse impacts of climate 
change through the sustainable delivery of ecosystem services. As such, ecosystem-based 
adaptations are generally deployed in the form of targeted management, conservation and 
restoration activities, and are often focused on specific ecosystem services […]”.The 
literature uses definitions with a non-anthropocentric focus only in rare cases. Such an 
example can be found in Ahmmad et al. 2013: “Ecosystem-based adaptation (EBA) refers to 
use of natural resources through conservation and enhancing resilience of ecosystem to 
buffer the worst impacts of climate changes on species and well-being of community.” 

There are two contradicting perceptions that can be identified. One interpretation of 
ecosystem-based adaptation would see the concept as the adaptation of ecosystems towards 
climate change, while the other sees it as the potential of ecosystems and biodiversity to help 
humans to adapt towards the adverse effects of climate change. The fact that a definition with 
a non-anthropocentric focus is rather rare in the literature leads to the assumption that in most 
cases, the concept is perceived as anthropocentric. 

At the UNFCCC technical workshop of the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological 
Advice in Bonn in 2013 on ecosystem-based adaptation, an interesting outcome was 
documented that critically reflects on the strong anthropocentric notion of the concept. 73 
representatives had attended the workshop from Parties with relevant international, 
intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations that are active in the fields of climate 
change impact and vulnerability assessment, and adaptation planning and practices including 
those related to ecosystem-based approaches for adaptation (UNFCCC SBSTA, 2013, p. 4). 
Participants of the workshop pointed out that when defining ecosystem-based approaches for 
adaptation, there must be a shift from a purely anthropogenic perspective to one that embraces 
both ecosystems and people. Additionally, the participants noted that a conceptual separation 
between ecosystem-based approaches for adaptation and adaptation of ecosystems is needed, 
while recognizing the broader role that ecosystems could play in actions to combat climate 
change (UNFCCC SBSTA, 2013, p. 6). This articulation of the need to reconsider the 
conceptual design of the ecosystem-based adaptation could be the beginning of a conceptual 
discussion over the concept. It shows clearly that the concept is currently in its early stages. 

Doswald et al. (2014) point out that some organizations still conceptualize ecosystem-based 
adaptation as the adaptation of ecosystems to climate change, rather than the use of 
ecosystems for human adaptation to climate change. Here, the use of the word ‘still’ is 
particularly interesting as it suggests to the reader that ‘only some organizations do not 
entirely fathom what the concept is about and may apply it in a wrong way’. The paper argues 
that there are works trying to catalyze the understanding of the concept by formulating 
guidelines and guiding principles, but that there still is confusion about the meaning. The 
necessity remains to work further on the conceptual outline of the concept of ecosystem-based 
adaptation in order to bring all sides on the same page (Doswald et al., 2014, p. 186). Framing 
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it from an ecocentric perspective would imply that the concept means an adaptation of 
ecosystems to climate change. This notion, however, is not often represented in the literature. 
 

1.3.2 Examples and benefits related to ecosystem-based adaptation 

Ecosystem-based adaptation to date enjoys a very good reputation; numerous benefits are 
being attributed to the concept. The positive way in which the concept has been presented 
from the scientific community as well as from members of the developing and conservation 
agencies is certainly one of the main reasons why the concept was able to gain such 
popularity as a theoretical concept in a rather short amount of time. However, the other side of 
the coin is that the concept now must prove that it is able to deliver all the benefits attributed 
to it. Otherwise, the momentum could be lost rather quickly. The most commonly claimed 
benefits that are related to the concept shall be summarized as follows, alongside examples of 
interventions. 
 
Ecosystem-based adaptation measures are praised as being capable of harnessing the capacity 
of nature in order to buffer human communities against the adverse effects of climate change, 
through a sustainable delivery of ecosystem services (Munang et al, 2013, p. 68). This is 
described as being able to tackle climate change in a way that can bring a multiple benefits 
that go beyond direct disaster risk or vulnerability reduction, which is referred to as ‘co-
benefits’ (Munroe et al, 2011, p. 2). Ecosystem-based adaptation measures frequently 
complement disaster risk reduction, as healthy ecosystems play an important role in protecting 
infrastructure acting as natural barriers or buffers. They can have mitigating effects on the 
impacts of landslides, storm surges, flooding (coastal and inland), droughts, fires and extreme 
temperatures, for example (Colls et al, 2009, p. 2). One of the most prominent examples of 
how ecosystems can contribute to ecosystem-based adaptation is the restoration or 
conservation of coastal mangrove forest areas. Mangrove forests provide a natural barrier that 
can protect the coastline and its back-land from storm surges and flooding by reducing wave 
energy to some extent. They can also serve as a means against increased coastal erosion due 
to sea level rise. Besides these services, they can also provide numerous co-benefits – they 
can show great biodiversity by providing habitat for numerous species including fish. Much 
of the fish species that are caught in the tropical regions use mangrove forests as spawning 
areas. Other ecosystems that are often mentioned alongside mangrove forest with coastal 
protection advantages are salt marshes, coral reefs, barrier islands and sand dunes. Other 
examples in which ecosystems function that can be linked to climate change disaster risk 
reduction is the protection of forests against landslides or avalanches in mountainous regions 
– e.g. measures are being implemented in the Alp region by the Swiss government to 
protected villages. Catchment forests can reduce the risks of floods by increasing infiltration 
of rainfall and delaying peak floodwater flows. Wetlands and floodplains can control floods in 
coastal areas or inland river basins. In dry lands, vegetation cover can function as physical 
firebreaks, ameliorate droughts and control desertification (Uy, 2012, p. 45). Moreover, 
ecosystem-based adaptation measures could ensure food security and contribute to the 
livelihoods of people. An example is agroforestry measureswhich can help farmers to raise 
crops and goods under changed climate conditions where conventional agriculture might not 
be able to deliver the basis for a living anymore. In terms of water management, ecosystems 
play an important role. In areas with increased water scarcity in the future related to climate 
change, the restoration and protection of ecosystems could contribute to water security. 
Protecting groundwater recharge zones could assist communities in coping with droughts and 
floods (EbA flagship, 2011, p. 6). Another major argument being communicated in relation to 
ecosystem-based adaptation is the claim that it is a cost-effective measure. Sentences in the 
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literature such as: “EbA provides a lasting and sustainable set of solutions in a cost effective 
manner to cope with climate change and sustainable development challenges […]” can be 
found (Munang et al, 2013, p. 68). It is argued that in cases where measures of hard 
infrastructure used to be implemented, e.g. for coastal protection – ecosystem based solutions 
could offer a cost effective alternative. Jones et al (2012) give an example in relation to 
coastal protection for the case of the Maldives. Building sea walls in the Maldives in order to 
protect the coast lines would cost about US$1.6-2.7 billion, whereas the preservation of 
natural reefs that would have a positive effect on coastal protection would have initial set up 
costs of around US$34 million and annual maintenance costs of about US$47 million. 
Furthermore, it might offer the opportunity to strengthen the collaboration between sectors 
involved in managing ecosystems and benefiting from ecosystem services. This also allows an 
incorporation of traditional knowledge and practices, as well as gender-sensitive tools and 
approaches in the adaptation planning and activities to facilitate the collaboration and 
financial transfers between developed and developing economies (EbA flagship, 2011, p.4). 
Lastly it shall be mentioned that the idea or much rather perception of ecosystem-based 
adaptation measures falls under the field of ‘no-regret’ strategies (Munang et al, 2013, p. 68). 
No-regret means that they have benefits beyond simply adaptation to climate change and that 
the implementation of them would be good, even though projected impacts of climate change 
may not occur (IPCC, 2014 c, p. 1155).  
 

1.3.3 Challenges, limitations and knowledge gaps 

As the previous chapter showed, there are many positive features attributed to ecosystem-
based adaptation. However, numerous studies on ecosystem-based adaptation remain 
anecdotal case studies of its success. There have been few systematic studies on its 
effectiveness and only a limited number of reviews of the existing case studies in the field. 
This suggests that the evidence base is thus lacking information (Doswald et al, 2014, p. 186). 
Considering this, a shift of focus towards the limitations and challenges of the concept seems 
necessary, as highlighted in the problem statement.  
 
The first aspect to be mentioned in regards to limitations relates to the absence of a commonly 
accepted definition. Some sources conclude that this may be a reason why decision-makers 
show hesitation in undertaking ecosystem-based adaptation with consideration of other 
adaptation options (Doswald et al., 2014, p. 186). It also becomes clear that ecosystem-based 
adaptation can come in many forms, as shown in the previous chapter. Combined with the 
uncertainty of the meaning, the field becomes rather blurry making it increasingly difficult to 
compare amongst different ecosystem-based adaptation measures. Another knowledge gap is 
related to the process of quantification. Many studies seem to claim that ecosystem-based 
adaptation can be a cost-effective alternative to conventional techniques that would use hard 
infrastructure. The problem, however, is that there is a limited base of evidence for it. There 
are few studies regarding the economics of ecosystem-based adaptation measures that prove 
its cost-effectiveness. Again, many remain anecdotal in this regard. Another key aspect which 
is not sufficiently covered by the literature and the studies surrounding the concept is time and 
timescale. Adaptation is a long-term issue and the success of an intervention might reveal 
itself a long time after a project has been implemented. It is therefore important to have 
evidence regarding timescales. Doswald et al. (2014) suggest a better consolidation of 
knowledge, research and monitoring on timescales. 
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1.3.4 Ecosystem Services 

In this section, the concept of ecosystem services shall be examined. It is of relevance to the 
concept of ecosystem-based adaptation, as it is a basic element in most of the common 
definitions.  

Humankind benefits in multiple ways from ecosystems and the services and benefits they 
provide. While it has been the object of investigation since the mid-20th century, the concept 
itself gained most of its popularity through the work of the Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment in 2005 in which 1300 scientists investigated the status of the ecosystem services 
in a monumental work (Fisher, 2008, p. 643). The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment defines 
ecosystem services as “[...] the benefits people obtain from ecosystems. These include 
provisioning services such as food, water, timber, and fibre; regulating services that affect 
climate, floods, disease, wastes, and water quality; cultural services that provide 
recreational, aesthetic, and spiritual benefits; and supporting services such as soil formation, 
photosynthesis, and nutrient cycling.” (MA, 2005, p. v). One of the key results of the MA’s 
investigation was the finding that 15 of the 24 ecosystem services globally are in decline and 
that negative impact on human welfare is likely to be expected in the future. The assessment 
called for increased research in measuring, modelling and mapping of ecosystem services. By 
doing so, the 1300 scientists moved the science surrounding the concept considerably 
foreword and awakened the hope of many that this framework would provide a new and 
generous source of conservation funding. It sparked an impressive volume of work being 
conducted in the field (Simpson, 2011, p. 3). For many, ecosystem services is a promising 
approach to view nature from a more economic point of view – an approach that would enable 
a pricing of nature. The hope is that ecosystems and their services would get a different kind 
of ‘voice’ in the political arena if it would be possible to put a hard monetary number on an 
ecosystem service. To give an example – if it would be possible to assess the value of the 
water filtration that a certain ecosystem in a region provides were it preserved, this number 
could potentially be compared to alternative options to purify the water. Advocates of the 
concept argue that this would be a good way of quantifying the value of ecosystems and by 
doing so, it would provide sound economic reasons for conservation. This line of 
argumentation is easy to follow and makes a lot of sense at first glance, but what if an 
assessment reveals that the monetary value of the services of a certain ecosystem is incredibly 
low, would this automatically mean that this environment is not worth protecting? What about 
intrinsic values of nature, could they be accounted for? This is one of the core criticisms that 
the concept receives – it fundamentally adopts a utilitarian, anthropocentric conceptualization 
of the relationship between ecosystems and human well-being (Chong, 2014, p. 393). 
Technical and ethical limitations are being attributed to the operationalization of the 
ecosystem service framework in decision-making processes. (Adams & Redford, 2009, p. 
328). Conservationists articulate the fear that if governments and businesses can be persuaded 
to mainstream monetary evaluation of ecosystem services, they are likely to do their sums 
rather quickly. This may lead to a scenario in which diverse ecosystems that produce 
economic returns will be preserved and those that do not would be either converted or 
transformed in order to increase returns (Adams & Redford, 2009, p. 328). The debate around 
the framework highlights the challenges of balancing anthropocentric and ecocentric views 
regarding biodiversity conservation and ecosystem management (Chong, 2014, p. 393). The 
debate sets aside the framework and has managed to point out the essential services 
ecosystems provide and received global attention by communities and decision makers – 
successfully increasing the importance of nature conservation on policy agendas worldwide 
(Chong, 2014, p. 393). In relation to ecosystem-based adaptation, Chong (2014) states 
that:”EbA, as an extension of the ecosystem services framework, similarly has the potential to 



10 
 

inspire efforts to confront the impacts of climate change and acknowledge the importance of 
nature to supporting societal adaptation”. 
 

1.3.5 Biodiversity 

As biodiversity is one aspect being mentioned in most of the common definitions, it shall 
briefly be introduced. “Biodiversity refers to the variability among living organisms from all 
sources, including terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems, and the ecological 
complexes of which they are part. This includes diversity within species (genetic diversity), 
between species and of ecosystems.” (Dahiya, 2006, p. 1). Tropical forest are known to be the 
most species rich environments, even though they cover only about 10% of the world’s 
surface it is estimated that they might contain about 90% of the world’s species. Tropical 
forests are followed by tropical reefs in species richness. So far, about 1.75 million have been 
named by taxonomists, and while the estimates of total number of species varies from source 
to source, it is speculated to be around 14 million (high uncertainty). Organisms contribute to 
a variety of environmental services, such as regulation of the gaseous composition of the 
atmosphere, regulation of the hydrological cycle and climate, protection of coastal zones, 
dispersal and breakdown of wastes, generation and conservation of fertile soils, pollination of 
many crops, and absorption of pollutants (Dahiya, 2006, p. 1). The natural responses of 
biodiversity to changes in environmental condition are called autonomous adjustments. The 
capacity of an ecosystem for autonomous adaptation is determined by a number of properties 
which include resilience, resistance, inertia, vulnerability and sensitivity (CBD, 2006, p. 6). 
However, it is considered that autonomous adaptation that is naturally managed, is not 
sufficient to halt biodiversity loss and prevent the degradation of ecosystem services. In such 
cases, the development of adaptation activities by societies are then required (IUCN, 2010, p. 
15). 

2. Methodology 
In order to answer the research questions and to satisfactorily address the problems stated, I 
chose to make a multiple-case study with semi-structured interviews as its primary source of 
data. The idea is to look at projects working in the field of climate change adaptation and 
ideally somehow related to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation. Interviews with 
people working in those projects shall be conducted, with a set of questions that will enable 
the answering of the research questions. Climate change adaptation projects dealing with this 
kind of concept are quite numerous and in order to get a focus into the study a frame was 
chosen. This frame shall be the International Climate Initiative of the German Government. 
This initiative is a financing tool of the German government that finances climate related 
projects globally. Amongst the projects supported by the initiative are projects related to the 
concept of ecosystem-based adaptation. The initiative shall be the frame – projects supported 
by the initiative and related to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation shall be looked at 
more closely. The information gathered from the different projects ideally contributes to 
answering the research questions. In the following it shall be explained why the multiple-case 
study method was chosen for this thesis and what the strengths and weaknesses of the method 
are. More on the International Climate Initiative shall be introduced, the way the projects have 
been chosen shall be explained and each of the projects is being presented briefly. The way 
the data collection has taken place will be illustrated.  
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2.1 Case study as a method 
Just as in traditional quantitative research, the theory and expectations should also guide the 
design of qualitative research (Bott, 2007, p. 4). This led to the choice of a multiple-case 
study as method for this thesis.  
 
A literature review has been dismissed as a method. It was explained in the section about 
ecosystem-based adaptation that the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation as a theoretical 
construct is a fairly new concept and thus the existing literature about certain aspects is 
limited. It becomes clear that there is not sufficient literature available that reflects on the 
challenges or the timescales of ecosystem-based adaptation and what that might imply for the 
future of the concept. So in order to contribute to the ongoing exploration of the concept, a 
literature review would not be helpful. The underlying expectation that this thesis is trying to 
address cannot be answered by going through the published literature in this field. The 
information of interest must be gathered from the practitioners working with the concept. A 
case study of projects related to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation offers the 
opportunity to tap into a source of data that cannot be found in the literature. A case study in 
general is an empirical inquiry that seeks to investigate a contemporary phenomenon in depth 
and in its real-life context, it benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to 
guide data collection and analysis (Yin, 2009, p. 17). Using a case study in this thesis does not 
aim to validate the conceptual frameworks that have been discussed and developed herein, but 
instead profit from the frameworks in terms of helping to identify and explain boundaries of 
the concept (Inspired by Cousins et al, 2004, p. 27). The conceptual framework is used instead 
to inspire the set of interview questions, and will be of assistance when interpreting and 
discussing the results. 
  
A multiple-case study differs from a single case study in that the same study contains more 
than one case (Yin, 2009, p. 53). The main advantage of choosing a multiple-case study over 
a single-case study derives from the fact that the gathered evidence is considered more 
compelling, and that the study can be seen as more robust in comparison to only assessing one 
case (Yin, 2009, p. 53). In regards to this thesis, a single-case study would involve looking at 
one specific project only. A multiple-case study allows for looking across cases for common 
patterns. However, a trade-off needs to be considered in regards to that. When choosing a 
single case as the subject of study, the time that can be allocated to the one case is much 
greater than it is when choosing to look at several cases – thus the depth of the assessment and 
information being gathered is much higher for the single-case study. In general, even though a 
multiple-case study was chosen, the general applicability of the findings is limited due to 
narrow focus and samples – a case study cannot be perceived as a representative study as 
quantitative studies aim to do (Bott, 2007, p. 5). Hence, it is up for discussion whether what is 
written as a case study analysis represents the truth (Easton, 2007, p. 118). Furthermore, it 
must be recognized as a weakness of the method that the internal validity of the study may be 
an issue in circumstances where there is little to no control over the factors influencing the 
behavior of individuals of interest in case study research. Keeping the limitations of the 
method in mind is of importance when critically reflecting on the conclusions that can be 
drawn from the results of the case study. 
 

2.2 Open-ended semi structured Interviews 
Interviews are a potential source of information when doing case study research. For this 
thesis open-ended, semi-structured interviews were selected. An open-ended, semi-structured 
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interview is a scheduled activity, which follows a general script and covers a list of topics but 
allows for the organic direction of data as seen fit by the interviewee (Bernard, 2006, p. 210). 
In situations where it is likely that there will not be the chance to have another interview with 
a person but only one interview at an appointed time, a semi-structured interview is 
considered to be the best option (Bernard, 2006, p. 212).  
 
The fact that during the interview a set of topics is talked about but only guiding questions are 
being used, rather than a closed set of questions, allows much flexibility while holding the 
interview. This is especially important in this study because a closed set of questions simply 
would not work when talking to all of the people with very different working backgrounds. 
The projects and topics that the people who were interviewed are engaged in are too diverse 
by far, so that a closed interview would be of no benefit. An open-ended model of interview 
allows for flexibility of process, which gives the interviewees room to talk about content that 
was of importance in their own opinion.  
 
In total, 13 people were interviewed for this thesis. From the interviewees, 11 people were 
related to specific projects. One person from within the International Climate Initiative was 
interviewed and additionally one person who was an expert on the topic of ecosystem-based 
adaptation was interviewed, who is not directly related to any of the cases. The results of the 
interviews that are not directly related to a project shall be incorporated in the discussion and 
analysis part of this work. The outcomes of the thesis will thus be generated by a multiple 
case study plus two additional expert interviews. The interviews were all held via the software 
“Skype” which enables the user to have phone calls via Internet connection as long as the 
partner has the software installed and is connected to the Internet. This proved extremely 
useful to the paper’s research as the projects in question dispersed across many different parts 
of the world. Another feature of benefit when using the software “Skype” was the possibility 
to audio record the interview with the interviewee’s permission. Having a record of the 
interviews made it possible to make transcriptions, which was very useful. The length of the 
interviews ranged from 25 minutes up to one hour. On average the length of an interview was 
about 45 minutes.  
 

2.3 Data collection 

2.3.1 The International Climate Initiative (IKI) 

The International Climate Initiative (IKI) of the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature 
Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety (BMUB) was initiated in 2008 by a decision of the 
German Bundestag. Since 2008, IKI has been financing climate and biodiversity projects 
active in the fields such as mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions, adaptation to the adverse 
effects of climate change, the preservation and restoration of natural carbon sinks and 
biodiversity conservation (IKI, 2014b, p.2). Its focal areas of implementation are developing, 
newly industrializing countries and countries in transitional phases. In the beginning of the 
initiative the IKI was financed through the auctioning of emission allowances, today it is 
funded through the budget of the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, 
Building and Nuclear Safety (BMUB) (IKI, n.y.). Since the IKI was launched in 2008, it has 
been supporting over 400 projects. The total funding volume totals to about 1.45 billion 
Euros, together with funding from leverage sources the volume of the projects amounts to 
around 3.9 billion Euros (IKI, 2014b, p. 2) 
The IKI is a key element of Germany’s climate financing and the funding commitments in the 
framework of the Convention on Biological Diversity. The Initiative places clear emphasis on 



13 
 

climate change mitigation, adaption to the impacts of climate change and the protection of 
biological diversity. These efforts provide various co-benefits, particularly the improvement 
of living conditions in partner countries (IKI, n.y.). 
 

2.4 Projects 
The selection of the projects was conducted via the homepage of the International Climate 
Initiative (IKI). The homepage offers a tool to search for different projects that are supported 
by the initiative. One of the options on offer to search projects is to select projects by topic. 
One of the topics that the web-page user is able to select from is ‘ecosystem-based 
adaptation’. In this way a pre-selection of 32 projects was made with projects that are in 
accordance with the web-page of the IKI related to ecosystem-based adaptation. Next an 
online search was conducted for contact addresses of people engaged in each of the projects. 
People in the projects were then contacted and asked if they were willing to be interviewed. In 
total, 11interviewees from 5 different projects (excluding sub-projects) were willing to give 
interviews. In the following chapters, each of the projects shall be introduced briefly.  
 

2.4.1 Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal Regions 
 
Improving livelihoods and conserving biodiversity through ecosystem-based 
adaptation in marine, terrestrial and coastal regions of Brazil, the Philippines and 
South Africa 
 
Countries of implementation: Brazil, Philippines, South Africa 
Implementing organization: Conservation International Foundation  
 
Official project description from the IKI homepage:  
The project is analyzing the potential of ecosystem-based adaptation measures at three 
locations in Brazil, South Africa and the Philippines. Pilot schemes in each of the countries 
provide examples of how adaptation measures based on completely different ecosystems can 
be designed, implemented and evaluated in conjunction with the local population. For 
example, the pilot projects in the three countries cover marine and coastal zones, coral reefs, 
semi-deserts and tropical forests. In each country, the pilot projects work with the affected 
population to identify the habitat most vulnerable to the effects of climate change. 
Subsequently, two ecosystem-based adaptation measures for each country are selected, 
implemented and reviewed. The relevant national stakeholders receive training and individual 
guidance and visit the projects. This enables them to expand their knowledge and capacity in 
ecosystem-based adaptation (IKI, 2013b). 
 

2.4.2 EPIC - Ecosystems – Protection for Infrastructure and Communities 

Countries of implementation: Burkina Faso, Chile, China, Nepal, Senegal, Thailand 
Implementing organization: International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
 
Official project description from the IKI homepage:  
Using an innovative approach involving five case studies, the project consortium of 
international non-governmental organizations and universities is working to identify and 
document the many benefits of preserving ecosystems. The objective is to raise awareness of 
the role and function of ecosystems as protective barriers and as contributors to reducing 
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climate-related risks. Intact ecosystems not only counter the consequences of climate change 
such as rising sea levels, they also contribute to carbon storage and safeguard livelihoods. 
With the basis of their findings, the project partners provide knowledge and expertise on 
ecosystem-based practices to reduce risk in selected countries. These approaches are also 
disseminated among relevant actors through networks, forums and workshops (IKI, 2013c) 
 

2.4.3 Mangroves and Markets - Ecosystem-based adaptation through reforestation 
and sustainable use of mangrove forests 
 

Countries of implementation: Thailand, Vietnam  
Associated organization: International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
 
Official project description from the IKI homepage:  
The aim of the project is to promote ecosystem-based adaptation and reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions in Thailand and Vietnam by creating appropriate economic incentives, reforesting 
mangrove forests, and conducting pilot projects. In the context of ecosystem-based adaptation 
pilot projects in Vietnam's Ca Mau Province and Thailand's Chanthaburi Province, the project 
partners are testing an innovative form of financing that links climate protection and climate 
adaptation to sustainable aquaculture in mangrove ecosystems. The project results will feed 
into legislation at national and provincial level, into regional learning processes and into the 
global dialog on reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD+) (IKI, 
2013c). 
 

2.4.4 MESCAL – Pacific Mangrove Initiative 

Countries of implementation: Fiji, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Vanuatu 
Associated organization: International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
The project was running from December 2009 until June 2014. 
 
Official project description from the IKI homepage:  
The project is supporting the people of the Pacific Islands in adapting to climate change and 
maintaining their livelihoods through the improved management of mangroves. To this end, it 
is collecting and analyzing data in order to assess the health of mangrove ecosystems and 
expand the knowledge base through climate change scenarios. In each of the participating 
countries, the project's partners are reviewing or developing national and local strategies and 
tools for the management and restoration of mangroves and adjacent ecosystems. Specific 
mangrove management measures are being applied in selected pilot sites. In addition, the 
project is carrying out a comprehensive awareness raising and capacity development 
programme focusing on mangroves (IKI, 2014a). 
 

2.4.5 ACCCoast  

Protection and Restoration of Coastal Ecosystems for an Improved Climate Change 
Adaptation in the Philippines as a Contribution to the Coral Triangle Initiative -   
 
Countries of implementation: Philippines 
Associated organization: Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ)  
 
Official project description from the IKI homepage:  
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The project works to improve conservation and restore coastal ecosystems such as coral reefs, 
sea-grass beds and mangrove forests in the Philippines. The Philippine Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) and selected municipalities are assisted in their 
efforts to manage marine protected areas more prudently. Coastal protected areas receive 
essential equipment and financial grants. Workshops and training events communicate 
knowledge to local and national stakeholders, while a campaign raises general awareness of 
the challenges and solutions in this field. The partners develop guidelines based on practical 
experience and recommendations, and confer with other national ministries and local 
institutions as well as with partner countries within the Coral Triangle Initiative (IKI, 2013a). 

3. Results 

All of the listed results are expressions of the interviewees’ personal opinions – the results do 
not reflect standpoints or the opinions of associated organizations, institutions or 
governments.  
 
Furthermore, it must be noted that the projects cannot be described to their full extent here as 
that would go beyond the scope of this thesis. A clear focus shall be placed on information of 
relevance to the research questions. It is important to understand when reading this thesis that 
the focus is not to highlight positive aspects of projects, the way the projects are presented 
does not account for the success of a project nor does it holistically represent the projects. It 
was decided that the identities of the interviewees would be kept anonymous. 
 

3.1 MESCAL – Pacific Mangrove Initiative 
One interview was conducted with a person involved in the MESCAL project in Vanuatu, 
which is one of the five countries in which the project was being implemented.  
 
The project in Vanuatu aimed to promote mangroves as a soft adaptation measure against 
coastal erosion and storm surges, according to the interviewee. The measures involved aimed 
to help local people to adapt to climate change and to improve their livelihoods. 

Information regarding ecosystem-based adaptation  

According to the interviewee, the project tried to promote mangroves as a soft adaptation 
measure. Mangroves are an integral part of the Vanuatu lifestyle and the mangroves provide 
numerous services besides coastal protection to the local communities such as timber for 
housing and fuel, and the ecosystem provides fish and crabs and generates income. The 
understanding of ecosystem-based adaptation in this project is that it is supposed to help the 
people of Vanuatu to adapt to climate change. The people use the services of the mangroves 
regularly and the project is aiming to improve the direct services to the people as well as the 
coastal protection qualities by doing mangrove restoration.  
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations 

The main challenge that the project faced according to the interviewee, was the lack of 
expertise in terms of mangrove restoration. Replanting took place at the project in Vanuatu, 
but without much success. It was the first project in Vanuatu that aimed for mangrove 
restoration, so expert knowledge on the plantation of mangroves was absent in the country. As 
described by the interviewee, there were not any experts working with people from Vanuatu 
that were trying to implement the project: “[…] we didn’t really know what we were doing 
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[…]”. Training session on the growth and care of mangroves were attended by people within 
the project, but these proved insufficient to correctly and effectively replant the mangroves. In 
the end, many lessons were learned from the attempt to replant the mangroves and the 
interviewee describes that there is now a good basis of knowledge in Vanuatu for mangrove 
restoration. If there were another project aiming to restore the mangrove population, they 
would need experts to come to Vanuatu to work together with them. Many communities are 
interested in replanting mangroves, but they would not know how to do it.  
 
Another aspect described by interviewees as sometimes challenging was communication with 
the local communities. People were partly misinformed about climate change. The way 
climate change was first being discussed in Vanuatu in some communities made them scared. 
To them it was a long, technical term, and the way it was sometimes portrayed to people was 
as if a huge animal is coming to eat people. When it was explained clearly to the people, 
people began to understand that it refers to changes in climate over long periods of time and 
they then started to accept climate change.  
 
According to the interviewee, many people on Vanuatu are engaged in combating climate 
change and are trying to promote soft adaptation measures. The project attempted to build 
hard infrastructure, sea walls, on neighboring islands against storm surges, but this did not 
produce beneficial results. Every time an extreme weather event took place, the infrastructure 
was eroded or washed away. The interviewee then concluded, that these kinds of hard 
infrastructure are very expensive in comparison to the promotion of soft adaptation measures.  
 
Information regarding timescale  

The allocated time for the project was too short according to the interviewee. The project 
started in 2009 as a four-year long project, but the implementation of the project in Vanuatu 
was carried out in the last 18 months. This because the planning of the project took such a 
long time. The interviewee described that they almost became tired of the project in Vanuatu, 
but they did their best regardless to implement it in the last 18 months – this was not enough 
time. It was good that many background studies were done, assessments in order to 
understand the mangrove ecosystem in Vanuatu, but the actual time that was allocated to 
replanting mangroves was too short. Nevertheless, the information that was gathered was 
described as very valuable, and will in future help the government to make decisions and craft 
policy for mangrove forest areas. After the project had ended, the government proposed 
amendments. The interviewee described that there is now a foundation for mangrove 
restoration, but unfortunately, the project has ended. A follow up project would be good in the 
eyes of the interviewee.  
 
 

3.2 Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal 
Regions 
 

Improving livelihoods and conserving biodiversity through ecosystem-based 
adaptation in marine, terrestrial and coastal regions of Brazil, the Philippines and 
South Africa 
 

In regards to this project, four interviews in total were conducted. Three of the interviews 
were specifically about each of the three sub-projects that are being implemented in the three 
different countries and one interview was conducted with someone in a coordinating position. 
The interview with that person was about all three of the projects and about ecosystem-based 
adaptation more in general.  
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3.2.1 Philippines 

This sub-project in the Philippines is being implemented in the Verde Island Passage in the 
provinces Batangas and Oriental Mindoro. In the beginning of the project, a vulnerability 
assessment was conducted to identify the impacts of climate change on the different 
ecosystems of the Verde Island Passage. The different aspects examined are: impact on 
fisheries, impacts on mangroves, coral reefs, sea-grass, increased storminess, changes in 
rainfall patterns, sea level rise, increased sea surface temperature and storm surges. The 
vulnerabilities were then identified based on this assessment. After the assessment was 
completed, two pilot sites in the two provinces were then selected. The highest priority that 
requires actions is addressing coastal flooding and erosion from the changing storm patterns 
and sea level rise. The second priority is to increase the resilience of local livelihoods in the 
area and the third one is to build resilience of local fisheries. Two objectives were identified 
for the Philippines. The first objective is to secure the coastline and to build coastal resilience 
against storm surges, flooding and erosion through mangrove restoration and protections. The 
second objective is to build the resilience and adaptive capacity of the fisheries and related 
livelihoods. The fishing ground near the Verde Island Passage is a huge fishing ground, on 
which about seven to eight million people rely – it is expected that climate change will pose 
several kinds of threats for these fishing grounds through changing upwelling zones, shifting 
species range and patterns and more. This part of the project has a strong socio-political side, 
it would need the cooperation of about eight different provinces to agree upon the 
implementation of plans according to how the climate is going to affect the region. 

Information related to ecosystem-based adaptation as a concept 

According to the interviewee, ecosystem-based adaptation is being used to increase the 
adaptive capacities of the local communities. In the eyes of the interviewee, ecosystem-based 
adaptation is a combination of many things, not only ecological restoration, but also looking 
at peoples wellbeing, increasing their adaptive capacity, incorporating science and looking at 
policy and governance. All of those elements need to be respected when doing an ecosystem 
based adaptation project in order for it to be successful.  
 
The traditional response to storm surges was implement hard infrastructure, such as a sea wall 
or coastal dikes, concrete structures – now a big shift from the old paradigm is taking place 
towards measures like the ones promoted in the project, according to the interviewee. A point 
is about to be reached, where the mangroves alone will not be able to provide the needed 
coastal protection, ways of combining hard and soft measures need to be looked at more and 
Conservation International is doing that already. The idea is to design the restoration of 
ecosystems with the support of small scale infrastructure to strengthen the coastal protection.  

Information regarding challenges/ limitations 

Ecosystem based adaptation as applied in this project in the Philippines may address some 
impacts that climate change poses, such as increased storminess or increased rainfall patterns, 
but the project is unable to address issues that arise from increased sea temperature or ocean 
acidification. There are limitations to the problems that one can address with ecosystem-based 
adaptation in the region.  
 
The project is also trying to assess the economics: the cost effectiveness of the measures. For 
the mangrove restoration part of the project it is rather straightforward; if a mangrove barrier 
would not be put in place, a seawall would have to be installed instead. One could also choose 
to do neither of both. That part of the project seems to be possible to assess in economic 
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terms. For the fisheries part of project, assessment of the economics is not being attempted, as 
consideration of alternative options is extremely difficult and complex due to the political and 
governmental nature of the hard economics motivating the project. It is very difficult, if not 
impossible, to express the efforts being made in this regard in monetary terms. 
 
Information regarding timescale  

Time is an important factor in the project. The project was implemented for a period of five 
years, but the mangrove restoration was started in the last two to three years, which was 
challenging. The restoration is especially difficult where mangroves have been severely 
degraded. It takes years to grow mangroves, which is a reason why people need to be 
informed on how to use resources from mangrove forests i.e. – they should not be felled when 
they are too young. Mangroves will not be able to protect the coast after short periods of time 
as they simply will not be able to provide that service until they have reached a functional 
size.  
 
The project is working with the local communities and tries to build capacity in terms of 
livelihood diversification. In doing so the project gains a sustainability aspect, because it not 
only replants mangroves and leaves in the region, but also attempts to ensure lasting support 
that goes beyond the time of the project.  
 

3.2.2 Brazil 

The project in Brazil looks at the southern Bahia Province at the east coast of Brazil. In this 
region, there are coastal reef systems that provide many different kinds of services. They 
provide fisheries for the local communities and coastal protection for the region. They do not 
serve as storm surges however, as the Brazilian coast does not experience tropical cyclones, 
but instead the reef reduces wave action that causes erosion. The reef created several pinch 
points in front of the coast that almost met the reef system. Communities are settling on these 
pinch points, fishermen are using them, there are beaches that attract tourism in the region. 
These pinch points would not exist if it were not for the coral reefs in front of them. The reef 
area faces overfishing, which is causing problems to the reef system. The fishermen fish down 
the food web and are now even fishing the herbivore fish species that used to graze the reef 
algae, of particular importance are several types of parrot fish species. With the absence of the 
herbivore fish, the health of the reef system is under threat and the growth rates are slowing 
down. The idea is that, if the system with its herbivores can be maintained in a healthy and 
functional manner, the growth rates of the coral reef system should meet the sea level rise and 
thus continue to protect the coast and provide the pinch point areas in front of the coastline. 
 
Information related to ecosystem-based adaptation as a concept 

According to the interviewee involved in the project in Brazil, ecosystem-based adaptation is 
taking advantage of and using the ecosystem services to aid in protecting people. The focus is 
not exclusively on the people, but also on the co-benefits that the systems provide. The 
approach is human-centered, but the bigger picture must be kept in mind. This means that not 
only people are meant to benefit from the intervention, but the surrounding nature will also be 
conserved for its intrinsic value. 
  
For the local people, it is easy to follow the line of argumentation of ecosystem-based 
adaptation, according to one of the interviewees. It is a good approach when communities are 
engaged, as it makes a lot of sense for the people and they understand what is going on. 
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Information regarding challenges/ limitations 

Unlike the local people, people from academia and from the government sometimes seem to 
have difficulties in understanding what the ecosystem-based adaptation approach is about. 
They are more concerned with how cost effective it is. Hard data might help to address this 
problem. Yet the assessment of cost effectiveness in this project is very difficult to determine, 
according to the two interviewees. Attempts are being made to assess the economics behind 
the processes and services of the reef and of the herbivores, but this proves to be difficult due 
to numerous reasons. It is hard to put a numerical value to these services and processes due to 
the complexity of the issue. It is challenging to be able to say that if you conserve that many 
parrot fish, if you get the population to a functionally relevant size it will be able to graze the 
reef. There are no studies on this issue that the project could refer to, so everything must be 
conducted as an internalized procedure. 
 
One of the interviewees expressed the impression that, for some people, ecosystem-based 
adaptation is simply putting a new name on something that has been done before. Marine 
conservation and forest restoration can help to reduce climate change effects, but by putting a 
focus now on climate change, other actions are prioritized and it also changes how the results 
are monitored. The same action done under the name of a new concept – namely, ecosystem-
based adaptation – can lead to a difference in monitoring practices vis-à-vis the results and 
raise different expectations. This could distort reality and distract from what is really needed 
in a region by putting a climate change focus on the intervention.  
 

3.2.3 South Africa 

The project is implemented in the arid North West region of the country close to the border of 
Namibia in semi-arid terrestrial ecosystems. The project focuses on wetland and rangeland 
restoration in order to support resource poor farming communities of the region. The land is 
being degraded in the area, partly due to the presence of too many sheep and goats. The 
ecosystems already have low productivity rates because of the aridity, which is worsened by 
the degradation. The region is expected to become drier and hotter in the future due to climate 
change. During a vulnerability assessment in the beginning of the study, climate models were 
developed that suggested this overall trend. For the local farmers, it will become difficult to 
retain their already small numbers of sheep and goats in the future. The project has started to 
rehabilitate wetlands in the region that were badly degraded, as an attempt to retain freshwater 
for the livestock and a fodders of the livestock.   
 
Information related to ecosystem-based adaptation as a concept 
Ecosystem-based adaptation in this project is the sustainable management of ecosystems and 
the attempt to assess how they can contribute to human response and adaptation to climate 
change. The project does not take a species perspective in this project, although the 
Conservation International is very concerned about the sustainable management of 
ecosystems and species. The approach in this project is to identify those ecosystem services 
that support human adaptation, social adaptation to climate change in areas where people are 
highly dependent on natural resources for their livelihoods and where those resources are 
climate sensitive. The link between livelihoods and ecosystem services is very clear and 
strong in the project. People in the regions where the project is active are directly dependent 
on them on a daily basis. 
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Information regarding challenges/limitations + Information regarding timescale  

The restoration of the wetland areas is working well there is a link between climate impacting 
people and something that can be done by using an ecosystem service to reduce risks related 
to the climate. The wetland restoration benefits manifested quickly, for example alien species 
are being removed from the wetlands and an almost immediate increase in water availability 
can be observed. 
 
In comparison, restorative work undertaken in the rangelands appears to be encountering 
more difficulties. Some attempts have been done to see if restoration work would be feasible - 
these revealed the obstacles involved and the long periods of time needed due to the slow 
growth rates in these arid environments, mainly consisting of pioneer shrubs. The timescale is 
about 20 to 50 years. The slow growth of the vegetation in the rangeland makes it hard to 
convince local people to leave a degraded area alone for a long period of time in order for it to 
recover. There is a strong temptation for farmers to use the land after the area has recovered 
minimally, and a 20-year period is simply a very long payoff duration for a farmer. Assessing 
the cost-effectiveness in the project is difficult, especially in the rangeland due to the slow 
growth rates of the vegetation. 
  

3.3 Mangroves and Markets 
 
3.3.1 Vietnam 

The project in Vietnam is carried out in the Mekong Delta, in parts of the southernmost 
regions of Vietnam in the province Ngoc Hien. The main objective of the project is to 
maintain forest cover in the region – about 45.000 ha in the area has been integrated with 
mangrove shrimp farming. The local farmers in the region have a rather tight security of 
tenure as the management authorities owe it to the farmers. This is beneficial in the eyes of 
the interviewee because in general mangrove management is best if authorities are 
internalized entirely within a community. The project is helping farmers to meet Naturland 
organic standards in order to sell their products for a higher price as organic shrimps. In order 
to obtain organic certification, the farmers are supposed to have about 50% of mangrove 
forest cover in their ponds. In this way, they are attempting to increase the mangrove forest 
cover in this region. 
 
Information regarding ecosystem-based adaptation  

According to the interviewee, the Mangroves and Markets project is an ecosystem-based 
adaptation project. The areas in which the project is active are facing significant soil erosion. 
Maintaining the forest cover, minimizing illegal cutting and maximizing re-plantation will 
contribute to a healthier mangrove forest and this will help to balance the erosion caused by 
the rise in sea level. In the eyes of the interviewee, there is absolutely no alternative measure 
that could help in the region to prevent soil erosion other than mangrove forest protection and 
restoration.  
 
Information regarding challenges/ limitations 

The interviewee mentioned that the mangrove forest is struggling in some areas, because the 
species that had been planted were poorly selected. There seems to be a strong tendency to 
plant Rhizophora species because of their timber value, but other species have deeper root 
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systems that bind the soil stronger and are better adapted to some conditions. The IUCN is 
working on this issue.  
 
Information regarding timescale  
Time does not seem to be an issue in the project. Recovery of mangrove forest can already be 
observed on satellite images between 2009 and 2013.  
 
 

3.3.2 Thailand 

Information obtained from the interviewee 

The project in Thailand started in December 2013 and is being implemented in the two 
provinces Samut Prakan and Trat. Samut Prakan is laying at the coast just south of Bangkok, 
Trat is located further west at the coast, bordering Cambodia. The project was implemented 
after the initiation of the project in Vietnam. According to the interviewee, the project started 
having similar objectives to the project in Vietnam and the intention was to follow similar 
approaches in the Thailand project. Soon after it began however it was discovered that due to 
a different background (governance, farmers believe) the conditions in which both of the 
projects are taking place differ profoundly from each other. Instead of trying to implement a 
shrimp farming approach as described in the project of Vietnam with approximately 50% 
mangrove cover and 50% shrimp farming – the strategy was changed. Among the other, one 
priority was to raise awareness among extensive farmers, as it turned out that many were not 
open towards the idea of increasing mangrove cover. 
 
Information regarding ecosystem-based adaptation  
The interviewee notes that the IUCN is attempting to build and promote community resilience 
with nature based solutions and Ecosystem-based adaptation. The environmental threats that 
are related to climate change in the region that are being addressed in the project are coastal 
erosion and salinity intrusion due to sea level rise – increased mangrove cover within the area 
shall help to deal with these threats. The function of the ecosystem is described as being the 
basic resource that can provide security to local residents in the future – both for disaster risk 
reduction and for a means of livelihood in the future. The understatement of local farmers 
towards the measures varies within the project. Farmers of the province Trat are following the 
line of argumentation rather easily, they are able to see how an increase in mangrove cover in 
their shrimp ponds could produce certain benefits for them. Resilience in this regards is 
described as something that can be explained to locals rather easily – change before you have 
to. However, for the local farmers of the province Samut Prakan the opposite is the case, as 
they have a strong belief that having anything biodegradable in their ponds will have a 
negative impact on their shrimp production. They do not wish to have any mangroves in their 
ponds.  
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations 
During the interview, the interviewee described two main challenges. The first is related to the 
administration of mangrove areas. It was explained that the governance of mangrove areas in Vietnam 
is much more structured than in Thailand. In Vietnam, zoning is used and different types of zones such 
as conservation forest, production forest and totally protected no go areas are acknowledged by the 
government. Each of the zones is attributed with different land use rights. This is not the case in 
Thailand where no zoning exists – there exists, with no clear line between production forest, land that 
people can use and land which they should not use. In Thailand there exists government-owned 
protected land in which it is forbidden by law to live, however law enforcement in Thailand is rather 
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weak and people have been settling down in government owned forest for a long time. This land 
tenure issue is very problematic and plays an important role in leading mangrove governance in the 
right or wrong direction, according to the interviewee. If the government agrees to have people living 
in the forest, then the IUCN for example would be able to work with residents of the forest and 
provide conservation guidance to them. The interviewee mentioned a new law which is about to be 
passed which would change mangrove forest management in a positive way. People living in the forest 
would be decriminalized, which would open up a way to work with them officially. The IUCN has 
been advocating a reformation of the law in Thailand for a long time now which is viewed as a 
success, not least of all the work of the IUCN. 
 
A second issue related to land tenure is the fact that oftentimes people will receive short-term 
land tenure granted by the government – they are not able to sell the land nor can they 
bequeath it to their children one day. According to the interviewee, some people tend to take 
the short-term tenure and encroach a bit more up north or a bit more down to the south, a bit 
more to the east. Therefore they try to extend the area. E.g. the government would grant them 
3ha but they make 5ha out of it to get the most out of the short term tenure. There is no proper 
monitoring strategy from the government side and people tend to think that if they plant more 
trees, this would attract unwanted attention from the government, investigation would ensue 
and the land would be seized back . This could be addressed by creating a better feeling of 
ownership from the sides of the farmers.  
 
The second main challenge during the project is that in some areas, people tend to have the 
belief that having biodegradable matter in their ponds will have no positive impact on their 
production.  
 
Information regarding timescale  

In regards to the timescale of the project, the interview revealed the following:  
 
After being asked what the timescale of the project is, the participant implied that time is a 
crucial aspect of the project that has caused difficulties. It was described that significant 
changes in mangrove coverage cannot be observed, nor that the benefits of the mangrove root 
system provided to the farmers. This is owned simply to the slow growth of the mangroves 
and is a natural occurrence, but, as described by the interviewee this makes it hard to convince 
farmers of the positive aspects of an increased mangrove cover. This applies especially for the 
farmers in the province of Samut Prakan – they do not wish to have ‘anything’ in their ponds.  
 
 

3.4 ACCCoast 
One interview was conducted with someone who had been active in the project.  
 
Information regarding ecosystem-based adaptation  

According to the interviewee, the project was engaging strongly in ecosystem-based 
adaptation. Hard infrastructure measures for coastal protection have so far not proven to be a 
good alternative to soft adaptation measures in the Philippines – it is expensive to put in place 
and expertise is needed. The interviewee is not aware of any attempts to set up large scale 
infrastructure in the Philippines.  
 
The Philippines are exposed to extreme weather conditions such as typhoons from time to 
time. A key moment was Typhoon Haiyan that took place in November 2013, causing severe 
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losses of human life and damage in the range of billions of US dollars. The interviewee 
described that the event was sort of an eye-opener for the Philippine government as an 
indication especially to engage in mangrove restoration. The Philippines have a great 
biodiversity concerning mangrove species with a couple of species being endemic to the 
Philippines, many of the species are considered to be endangered, with some already extinct. 
The mangrove cover was considerably decreased over the last half of the 20th century in the 
Philippines by roughly one tenth of its initial cover. The heavy impact of storm surges is 
partly attributed to this and as such the Philippines have undertaken several projects involving 
mangrove restoration 
 
Measures that are being undertaken not related directly to mangrove forest restoration but that 
are contributing to mangrove forest conservation include the raising of awareness of local 
communities. This was one activity amongst other that was being done under the ACCCoast 
project.  
 
The protection of coastal ecosystems is of great importance for local communities as they 
obtain many services from them such as security of livelihoods and basic food resources.  
 
Ecosystems that were of importance to the ACCCoast project were mangroves, sea-grass beds 
and coral reefs.  
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations 

The interviewee described challenges in relation to the replanting of mangroves that are not 
directly linked to the ACCCoast project, but more sort of general observations. Oftentimes the 
organization attempts to use available funds as efficiently as possible – meaning to reforest as 
much area with mangroves as possible. This often results in the generation of monoculture 
forests. Not much consideration was given to questions such as where, when and how which 
species should best be used, which was leading to situations of maladaptation. For example, 
mangroves were planted too far away from the shore so that they were drowning, or species 
were planted in regions to which they were not adapted. In accordance to that the Zoological 
Society of London (ZSL) with support from the ACCCoast project published guidebooks on 
how to conduct mangrove restoration in a correct and sustainable manner. This information 
had also been forwarded to the environmental ministry in the Philippines to the Coastal and 
Marine Division, who were trying to incorporate it into reforestation plans. One problematic 
issue with this situation is that not all of the reforestation is being coordinated by the 
environmental ministry. This is partly an issue of overlapping responsibilities in the 
Philippines. 
 
Information regarding timescale  

The project ran from January 2011 to June 2014 – the measures that were implemented in the 
projects were conceptualized in a way that they remain effective beyond the life span of the 
project. This is important in order to ensure the sustainability of the project. Many projects are 
running over a time span of three to a maximum of five years and thus it is important to not 
only go into a region, plant mangroves and disappear, but also to make sure that knowledge is 
going to be institutionalized in organizations that are carrying out mangrove restoration. This 
is one reason why capacity building was an important aspect of the project.  
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3.5 EPIC - Ecosystems – Protection for Infrastructure and Communities 
EPIC 
 

3.5.1 China 

The project study site is located in the Salween River valley on the west border of the Yunnan 
province, 3 km from the border of Myanmar. The project is looking at how vegetation can be 
used to fix slopes in the area against shallow landslides. The project is a study site which is 
supposed to generate scientific insights into slope stabilization and its focus is not to protect 
infrastructure or people. The landslides in the region where the study site is located are most 
often triggered by road constructions. However, the information derived from the study can be 
useful on a larger scale, provided that the physical conditions are comparable to those of the 
study site. 
 
Information regarding ecosystem-based adaptation  

Through communication with local people in the study region, species are being identified 
that could be of use to them. Subsequently the potential for slope protection is then assessed. 
Species with shallow root systems are being examined for surface erosion and species with 
deep root systems for landslides.  
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations 

Another issue more of a general nature is that land tenure is complicated in China, land is 
owned not by local people, but instead loaned by the government to the people for a period of 
time. That way, people tend to try to get the most out of the land. The land is being exploited 
and not taken care of, which is leading to its degradation. This in turns is making the slopes 
more prone to landslides.  
 
Information regarding timescale  

When using vegetation for slope stabilization, time is a crucial factor that needs to be 
respected. When the vegetation is too young it will have little to no effect on slope 
stabilization. This roughly accounts for the first ten years, varying from case to case. Hence, 
vegetation would not be of help in the short run where immediate and guaranteed stabilization 
is required.   
 
3.5.2 Nepal 

The project in Nepal is a collaboration between the University of Lausanne, the Institute for 
Earth Sciences (UNIL-LISTE) and IUCN Nepal. This project focuses on building resilience to 
landslide risk and more specifically on ‘eco-safe-roads’ (Baseline Report EPIC Nepal, 2014). 
Similar to the project in China, road constructions are the main factors for environmental 
degradation in the region of interest. Climate projections point towards increased precipitation 
in the Himalayas north of the Himalayan crest and more frequent extreme events like 
landslides.  
The project has sites located in the Panchase region spanning three districts – Kaski, Parbat 
and Syangja. The project is aiming to quantify the services that ecosystems and eco-
engineering approaches are capable of delivering. The results can be helpful on a global scale 
in terms of slope protection. 
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations 
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The main challenge according to the interviewee was in relation to the local government. 
There seems to be a certain culture in Nepal that the government expects to garner much 
benefit from a foreign project. Another project in the region UNEP ecosystem-based 
adaptation in Mountain Ecosystems caused them to expect a large amount of funding with 
little accountability. The main challenge was to get the local government interested in the 
project. Another challenge was that at least one of the communities had had bad experiences 
in the past with the UNEP ecosystem-based adaptation in Mountain Ecosystems and as a 
result was unmotivated to work with the project in the beginning.  
 
Information regarding timescale  

The project attempts to ensure that there are immediate benefits from the plantations to the 
community. Vegetation in Nepal grows quickly, within six months of planting, vegetation 
sowed during the project grew to a height of about two meters, with roots roughly two meters 
deep. In one site, a specific grass was planted that can be used to produce brooms. People of 
the community were able to produce brooms from it and sell them on local markets. Some of 
the plants were also used to feed animals. The interviewee described how it is important not 
only to consider the long-term benefits but also to make sure that there are short-term benefits 
and livelihoods incentives, otherwise it could be difficult to motivate local communities.  
 

 
3.6 Information not related to a specific project 
Three of the thirteen interviews were not exclusively project related. In those interviews, 
some general but relevant information in relation to ecosystem-based adaptation were 
obtained and shall be presented in the following. It shall be divided into parts A, B and C. 

3.6.1 Interviewee A 

This interviewee is not related to a particular project in this thesis. The interviewee was 
suggested to be an expert by one of the people contacted during the thesis. The interviewee 
has had a long history in working with ecosystem-based adaptation in practice as well as with 
community based adaptation. Community based adaptation or CBA’s primary objective is to 
improve the capacity of local communities to adapt to climate change. 
 
Information regarding ecosystem-based adaptation  
According to the interviewee, ecosystem-based adaptation approaches and research are 
increasingly popular at the moment. Ecosystem-based adaptation in practice has been around 
for years, and although communities may not have called it climate change. They instead 
would have simply called it “difficult weather” and they would have used natural resources to 
cope with the difficult weather conditions for many years. The theoretical concept appears to 
be in its second phase. According to the interviewee, there were two schools of thought when 
it started to become more common as a theoretical concept. The first was primarily led by the 
conservation community; they saw ecosystem-based adaptation as a matter of how 
ecosystems themselves would cope with climate change and how the humans could adjust the 
systems and help them to adapt, strengthen them, making them more resilient. Yet, there was 
pushback against this theory, the interviewee assumes that it was caused by development 
agencies becoming increasingly involved in climate change adaptation work. From their 
perspective the concept was concerned with how people can cope with climate change using 
nature. The fact that nature itself is going to be affected by climate change is only one 
component of ecosystem-based adaptation. The focus is human centered. There was 
disagreement between the two communities about what the actual definition was. The CBD is 
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quite clear now, as is the UNFCCC; both see the concept as an approach to help humans to 
adapt. However, there continues to be people, especially in big conservation organizations, 
that see EbA as the adaptation of nature. The interviewee states that generally EbA has come 
to be accepted as the adaptation of humans. 
 
In the eyes of the interviewee, good ecosystem-based adaptation is good community based 
adaptation and vice versa. It should be the same. Ideally, good CBA should include issues 
related to sound ecosystem functioning and a good understanding of ecosystems and their 
contribution to adaptation. Similarly good ecosystem-based adaptation is not only about how 
climate change is going to change the wildlife and the plant life in an area. There is a strong 
social side to good EbA. In theory that might sound like a good idea, but in practice it does 
not really work out that way. It very much depends on the implementing organization. For 
instance, if an organization mostly concerned with nature conservation implements an 
ecosystem-based adaptation project, inevitably there would be more emphasis on the nature 
side of things. This is in contrast to developing organizations that focus on helping 
communities, where emphasis would be most likely less focused on the nature side. In 
general, a combination of the two aspects is where adaptation interventions should be headed, 
or, at the very least when engaging in either, the other should play an important role. 
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations 

The interviewee sees a particular risk in relation to ecosystem-based adaptation. The 
interviewee noticed that when working on community based natural resource management, it 
became terribly popular and trendy and everyone was talking about CBNRM. However, there 
were then some studies saying that the concept does not work, which led the concept to lose 
its momentum. This happened too early in the eyes of the interviewee and when taking a 
closer look at the studies, the evidence base for their assumptions seems to be under-
developed. The interviewee sees the risk that ecosystem-based adaptation could head in a 
similar direction, as it is rather popular at the moment and receives a lot of momentum but it 
is still in the early stages of a theoretical concept. There are still many questions in need of 
answering. Moreover, the risk can only be addressed when the evidence base is increased. 
Over the last five years, many stories of the advantages of EbA have appeared, but all of th 
stories remain quite anecdotal and not scientific. This gap must be closed, and it must be 
assessed when it works, when it does not work, where it works and where it does not work, 
how to make it work. Therefore the literature must move away from the sort of flaky story 
telling that has been glorifying EbA for some time now.  
 
 

3.6.2 Interviewee B 

This interviewee is working for the International Climate Initiative. The interviewee, 
however, did not speak on behalf of the International Climate Initiative nor the German 
government. The information expressed was the private opinion of the interviewee.  
 
Information regarding ecosystem-based adaptation  

According to the interviewee, ecosystem-based adaptation is a human-centered approach – it 
serves to help humans and not primarily the ecosystems or biodiversity so they can better 
adapt to climate change. In order for a project to be considered as ecosystem-based 
adaptation, it must fulfill this particular requirement of helping humans to adapt to climate 
change. Furthermore, it must make use of the ecosystem services in some way and that must 
be an integral part of the adaptation capacity. Climate change must also be a respected.  
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The interviewee notices that ecosystem-based adaptation is a difficult to define area, the 
boundaries of what to count as an ecosystem-based adaptation project are blurry. This is not 
necessarily negative in the eyes of the interviewee, but a broad definition of the concept can 
pose difficulties when trying to categorize projects as projects that are engaging in ecosystem-
based adaptation.  
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations 

The interviewee described the uncertainty of cost-effectiveness in regards to ecosystem-based 
adaptation. Conducting cost effectiveness assessments in EbA projects is very much 
dependent on the conditions which were chosen for the assessment, as well as where one 
draws the boundaries of a system. The interviewee states that ecosystem-based adaptation 
could be especially economically beneficial when a broad view is applied and co-benefits of 
measures are taken into account as well.  
 

3.6.3 Interviewee C 

This interviewee is in a coordinating position of the ‘ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, 
Terrestrial and Coastal Regions’ project. The interview held with this person concerned three 
different sub-projects as well as the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation more generally. In 
this section the information is not directly linked to any of the projects, but relevant sections 
for the thesis shall be presented. The decision was made to separate the information obtained 
by the interviewee. 
 
Information regarding challenges/limitations + timescale 

The main challenge according to the interviewee when doing ecosystem-based adaptation 
related work in projects is related to the effectiveness and economics. Taking the example of 
coastal protection, when setting up a sea wall, engineers will be able to give the planners 
concrete numbers on the reduction of the wave energy that can be gained, costs, time that will 
be needed to install the walls etc.. However, implementing the ecosystem intervention is 
somewhat more difficult to do. The same goes for the example of water purification, if a 
filtration plant is being installed, the estimates on how much water the filtration plant is going 
to produce can be done quite well in advance. The same could be achieved by an ecosystem-
based adaptation alternative approach where the focus is laid on reforestation in a watershed 
for example or restoration of wetlands, but it will be less certain beforehand if it can actually 
provide the required service. This is a big problem because uncertainties are not welcome in 
planning. If there is a limited amount of time available and limited budget, then the tendency 
is to go for the options where there are concrete numbers available and where the outcomes of 
the measures are easier to forecast. That does not mean that ecosystem based alternatives 
could not be even more cost effective, but the fact that it is so hard to get the numbers right is 
a big challenge within the field. This will improve as the models and the understanding of 
ecosystem services and functions are developed further, but so far this is the major issue in 
regards to ecosystem-based adaptation interventions.  
 
Monitoring and evaluation is another issue, when the goals of an intervention are partly 
ecological but mostly social, it is incredibly difficult to allocate a specific number. This is not 
in the least because of the time – e.g. when a project is engaging in mangrove restoration then 
the mangroves won’t be at a height where they are providing the services that one is looking 
for ten or more years, which is often long after the project has ended. So monitoring and 
evaluation of the outcome in such a case is difficult. It is difficult in any kind of adaptation 
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project, but especially in projects that have these combined socio-ecological goals as it creates 
issues around the distribution of benefits and costs over time. It is often claimed that EbA is a 
cost effective alternative, but the truth is that this is unknown in most of the cases and in a lot 
of cases it actually is not cost effective according to the interviewee. In terms of cost benefit, 
EbA interventions would probably do better in terms of cost effectiveness because all of the 
co-benefits would be taken into consideration as well. 
 
Other issues in the eyes of the interviewee in relation to ecosystem-based adaptation projects 
are the challenges that arise from the governance and institutional side. From the practical 
perspective of a big donor it can be difficult to get ‘money out the door’ when financing 
projects that engage in ecosystem-based adaptation because it does not really fit into their 
accounting frameworks. A donor wants to know exactly where the money goes, in adaptation 
projects undertaking conventional hard infrastructure adaptation that can easily be assessed, 
whereas this is not so easy in ecosystem-based adaptation projects this is not so easy. This 
corresponds with the previously described difficulty of quantification in ecosystem-based 
adaptation projects. Hence, problems can arise from the very complex nature of these kinds of 
projects and the accounting frameworks of big donors are not entirely compatible with these 
uncertainties.  
 
During the interview with interviewee A, it was mentioned that the concept of ecosystem-
based adaptation may in the future go down the path of community based natural resource 
management. As described the concept of community based natural resource management 
lost a lot of its momentum along the course. During the interview with interviewee C I 
described the opinion of interviewee A and posed the question as to whether the interviewee 
sees that as a potential risk to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation.  

‘Absolutely’ was the answer. The interviewee described how each of these kinds of 
theoretical concepts faces the same issues when they arise in the field of climate change 
protection. A reference is made to the concept of ecosystem services as one which arrived 
about twenty to fifteen years ago and that managed to stay around and “walk on its own legs” 
even though there is still a huge argument around the concept in terms of how effective it is if 
your goal is the protection of biodiversity. But the risk that ecosystem-based adaptation might 
go down the same road as the concept of community-based natural resource management is 
definitely present, according to the interviewee that’s because the concept is a complex itself. 
The community that involved in ecosystem-based adaptation and the related research 
surrounding must do a better job of being realistic about it and make clear and scientific 
statements. It cannot consist solely of hand waving and baseless assumptions as to the 
ideological efficacy of EbA, but rather must be fueled by research, cost-benefit analyses and 
clear, concise statements of fact. The more claims being made in relation to ecosystem-based 
adaptation without the evidence, the more likely it is that the concept will lose its momentum 
and reputation, not in the least because the decision makers under the UNFCCC, the World 
Bank and on national levels have a finite attention span. So, in the eyes of the interviewee, 
one thing absolutely necessary is to have a much more rigorous definition of ecosystem-based 
adaptation then the one given by the CBD. For example, a phrasing such as ‘…It is using 
biodiversity and ecosystem services as part of an overall adaptation strategy’ does not tell 
anyone anything according to the interviewee. There has to be a stronger definition around it, 
it should be very explicitly linked to ecosystem services because it's a well-established 
concept being accepted by decision makers. In the end, ecosystem-based adaptation is aimed 
at helping people, and projects should identify the services of ecosystems that can do that, 
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quantifying what is being provided. Now that this is achievable, the second generation of 
ecosystem-based adaptation projects are now starting.  

The fact that the UNFCCC and the CBD have taken notice of the concept and the language of 
ecosystem-based adaptation into the texts themselves is of much importance— many people 
are taking notice of it, and big sources of funding are beginning to take interest. What now 
needs to be done in the eyes of the interviewee is to make sure that the science keeps up with 
these advances and, in addition, the completion of successful projects of substance with 
demonstrable results . In order move ecosystem-based adaptation forward, there will have to 
be a continued, deep discussion in the academic literature.  

 
4. Analysis and discussion 
In this chapter, the results that were gathered through the interviews shall be discussed and 
analyzed and placed in the context of conceptual framework that was developed in the first 
part of the thesis. This shall enable the answering of the three research questions that the 
thesis set out to address. The chapter is structured following the results section, first the 
results that were gathered that contain information regarding the concept of ecosystem-based 
adaptation of both, a theoretical and a practical nature, shall be analyzed and discussed. 
Following that, the challenges, thresholds and limitations shall be dealt with, followed by a 
chapter on timescales. In the end of the analysis and discussion chapter answers shall be given 
to the research questions. 
  

4.1 Ecosystem-based adaptation 
Within this section, information that was obtained through the interviews which can be linked 
to the evolution, definitions, the conceptual design and the understatement of the concept of 
ecosystem-based adaptation shall be analyzed and discussed. This is put into relation to the 
conceptual framework that was developed in the first chapter of the thesis. 
 
To start with, it is interesting to look at the evolution concept of ecosystem-based adaptation 
in theory once again, now including the information that was gained through the interviews. 
The two schools of thought that exist in relation to the theoretical concept of ecosystem-based 
adaptation have been touched upon in chapter 1.3.1 Background, definitions and reflections 
on different perceptions of the concept. They are defined by the different perception of the 
concept – one sees the concept as the adaptation of ecosystems to climate change and the 
other of ecosystems and biodiversity can help humans to adapt to the adverse effects of 
climate change. During the interview with interviewee A, this topic was picked up and the 
interviewee described the background of these two schools of thought. As the concept came 
about around a decade ago, initially there was one school of thought that was led largely by 
the conservation community; they saw ecosystem-based adaptation as a matter of how 
ecosystems themselves could cope with climate change. Then there seemed to be a pushback 
against that perception of ecosystem-based adaptation and according to the interviewee that 
was probably because development agencies increasingly became involved in climate change 
adaptation work. From the side of the development agencies, the concept was more about how 
people can cope with climate change using nature, and was clearly human centered. These 
differing perceptions led to a disagreement between the two different schools of thought about 
what the actual definition of the concept was, resulting in conceptual discussions. Today, the 
view of the concept with a human centered focus became the most prominent perception of 
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the concept. Both the UNFCCC and the CBD acknowledge it as a tool to help people to adapt 
to climate change.  
 
Against that backdrop, in four out of the five projects, including the sub-projects, the 
interviewees directly stated that the main purpose was to help the local people - but are these 
five projects practicing ecosystem-based adaptation in the first place? This question must be 
addressed and discussed at this point, because if the projects cannot be linked to ecosystem-
based adaptation the discussion around them would be irrelevant in regards to this thesis. The 
first indicator that the projects are linked to the concept is the fact that they were classified on 
the web-page of the International Climate Initiative under ecosystem-based adaptation 
projects (see 2.3 Data collection). In regards to what the initiative might consider as 
ecosystem-based adaptation, the interviewee working for the International Climate Initiative 
stated that a project - in order to be seen by the interviewee as a project that engages in 
ecosystem-based adaptation must basically fulfill three salient requirements: its purpose must 
be to aid, not ecosystems or biodiversity, but humans to cope better with climate change; it 
must make use of ecosystem services which must be an integral part of the adaptation 
capacity (the link to ecosystems must be apparent); and it must take into account climate 
change. The last point applies basically for all of the projects that receive support by the 
International Climate Initiative as they only aim to support projects that can be related to 
climate change. Now it has to be noted that this is the understanding of one individual person 
and cannot be seen as the official definition of how the International Climate Initiative 
perceives the concept; it does however give an impression of the understatement of the 
concept by people that are working in relation to the Initiative. The indication on the web-
page of the International Climate Initiative is the first hint that the projects outlined by this 
thesis can be associated with ecosystem-based adaptation. Secondly, many of the interviewees 
stated unprompted that the project they are working on is engaged in ecosystem-based 
adaptation. This was not the case only for the MESCAL project in Vanuatu and both of the 
sub-projects of the EPIC project. However both of these projects, MESCAL and EPIC, can be 
related to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation through reasoning. The MESCAL 
project aims to help local people to adapt to threats that are related to climate change: this 
goal is reached through the restoration of mangrove forests. Here the connection to the 
concept is obvious when the criteria that were mentioned by the interviewee working for the 
International Climate Initiative are applied. In the case of the EPIC project, the link is not so 
clear at first sight; however, mainly due to the fact that the project is more of a research 
project contributing to the science of ecosystem-based adaptation by aiming to quantify 
ecosystem services, the project can as such be ostensibly linked to the present-day application 
of ecosystem-based adaption as outlined above. The knowledge emerging from these projects 
can be of assistance to projects that are aiming to engage in ecosystem-based adaptation, and 
in that sense they are relevant to the concept and relevant to this thesis. In conclusion, there is 
a link between the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation and the projects under scrutiny in 
this thesis. 
 
Four out of five projects mentioned above stated that the main purpose was or is to help 
humans to adapt. Only the interviewees spoken to in regards the EPIC project did not directly 
state that the projects are focusing on helping humans to adapt to climate change, but the 
research being conducted on slope protection is aiming to help people and to secure 
infrastructure; it is not aiming to help ecosystems to adapt. Here the focus could also be 
interpreted as human centered. None of the projects aimed to help ecosystems exclusively. 
Since the study is not representative in any way, this result cannot be used to argue that the 
concept has come to be accepted as a concept with a human-centered focus, nevertheless it 



31 
 

demonstrates that practitioners working with ecosystem-based adaptation are using the 
concept in a manner suggested by the literature. In that sense theory and practice meet each 
other.  
 
Interesting in relation to the human-centered nature of the concept in general was the 
statement of the interviewee with which the project ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, 
Terrestrial and Coastal Regions – the Brazil sub-project’ was discussed. During the interview, 
it was mentioned that ecosystem-based adaptation in the eyes of the interviewee clearly is a 
human-centered approach as it is taking advantage of and using ecosystems as services to help 
people to adapt, but also that the focus cannot be placed on people exclusively. The bigger 
picture has to be taken into account as not just helping people, but also safeguarding nature 
conservation. That’s absolutely in line with the need to redefine the concept of ecosystem-
based adaptation that was expressed at the UNFCCC technical workshop of the Subsidiary 
Body for Scientific and Technological Advice in Bonn in 2013 which was presented in 
chapter 1.3.1. It was pointed out by participants of the workshop that in their opinion there is 
a need to move away from a purely anthropogenic perspective to one that embraces both 
ecosystems and people. The fact that one of the interviewees working in a project engaging in 
ecosystem-based adaptation had a similar understanding of the concept (i.e. that it should not 
be solely about people, but also about ecosystems themselves) may indicate that the pure 
anthropogenic focus of the concept might need to be reconsidered and not be taken as 
inerrant.  
 
Another claim in regards to redefining the concept was made by the interviewee C, who is in 
a coordinating position for the ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and 
Coastal Regions’ project. In the opinion of the interviewee, the definitions around the concept 
and the most common definition given by the CBD is too blurry. The perception that 
boundaries of the concept are blurry is supported by interviewee B. It should be more precise 
and should emphasize the use of ecosystem services as a more central aspect in the eyes of 
interviewee C. The definition should be as concise as possible in order for the concept to be 
able to function as a tool which is useful in the global arena of climate change protection. The 
interviewee sees the risk that if the definition remains as is right now there will be too many 
‘hand waving’ projects that claim to practice ecosystem-based adaptation but are not keeping 
up in providing proof that what they are doing is actually living up to the claims that are being 
made in relation to ecosystem-based adaptation (see chapter 1.3.2).  
 
A more precise definition could be achieved by placing a stronger emphasis on the concept of 
ecosystem services as described by the interviewee and excluding biodiversity from 
consideration. The interviewee explains that this would be beneficial as the concept of 
ecosystem services has been around for a while now but has yet to become widely accepted 
even though a high volume of discussion persists. Many seem to have a good understanding 
of the concept and the core idea of the concept is easy to grasp for most, whereas biodiversity 
as a concept within most of the common definitions makes them increasingly ambiguous as 
the concept is not as contested as the ecosystem services are.  
 
Focusing on ecosystem services, this would help to provide the numbers that are required by 
decision makers as one main aspects of the concept is quantification. The importance of 
quantification shall be treated more in depth in the second part of this chapter that deals with 
challenges related to ecosystem-based adaptation. It could be argued that the results of the 
thesis support this claim, as all of the projects had a central aspect of providing ecosystem 
services. In contrast, the use of biodiversity was not directly mentioned by the interviewees as 
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a central aspect of the projects. It should be noted however that in order for most ecosystems 
to be healthy and function properly, biodiversity is a crucial aspect that must not be 
undermined. Nevertheless, in terms of making use of biodiversity, no evidence was found 
during the interviews as the emphasis was clearly placed on ecosystem services. The question 
of how prominent the term biodiversity in the definitions of the concept of ecosystem-based 
adaptation has to be could be asked. The fact that all of the projects referred to the use of 
ecosystem services instead of biodiversity could imply that the concept of ecosystem services 
is widely accepted amongst practitioners that are working in climate change adaptation to 
describe the main objectives of the projects, while biodiversity may be acknowledged as 
important in regards the objectives of the projects, but is not used as a term to explain them. 
This does not mean it is not important to pay attention to biodiversity in ecosystem-based 
adaptation projects, but by leaving it out it could make the definition more concise. It would 
not change the purpose of the concept nor would the concept lose its wholeness; instead it 
would gain a stronger emphasis on ecosystems. By forming a stronger link to the concept of 
ecosystem services, the way to quantification of the services could be opened as that’s one of 
the main aspects of the ecosystem services concept as described in chapter 1.3.4. Something 
related to the definition of ecosystem-based adaptation is a concern that was expressed by the 
interviewee working in the ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal 
Regions – the Brazil sub-project’. It was mentioned that, to the interviewee, it seems like 
sometimes the name “ecosystem-based adaptation” is simply given to something that has been 
done before and is now being done under a new name. As an example, marine protection and 
forest restoration were mentioned as fields that obviously can help to reduce the effects of 
climate change or help in terms of mitigation, but may not have been implemented in the past 
with a focus on climate change. Now if you are putting a climate change focus on projects 
that are engaging in those fields, it will change what is being prioritized in those projects. It 
changes how the results are monitored and it can lead to different expectations which in a way 
would distort the reality of what is really needed in a region and what a project should try to 
aim for. This represents a general problem that development agencies and conservation 
organizations are facing because money which is being provided by different funds or donors 
is usually linked to certain terms that should be fulfilled in a project. In this way the focus 
may in some cases be put on climate change even though the nature of the problem is not 
climate change in the first place. Attention must be paid when designing projects that the 
application for funding and the terms attached to it do not go against the priorities of the 
project. On the other end of the spectrum, donors and funds must reflect and question how 
meaningful their terms are if the main priority is to help people, as forcing a climate change 
focus onto projects may be detrimental to the aims of same cases. This is a problem, however, 
that seems almost impossible to solve due to its roots in the deep bureaucratization of donor 
institutions, governmental funds etc. It is important of course to ensure that the money that 
has been made available goes into actions that are in focus, but to a point where the money 
could be used much more effectively in terms of helping people if the focus differed slightly 
from the funding requirements. The question, then, of how meaningful the requirements are 
arises. 
 
In terms of how meaningful the projects are to local people, it is important to look at how 
relatable the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation is to them as they are, in many cases, the 
intended benefactors of its efforts. The analysis of the cases has shown that the 
understatement of local people of ecosystem-based adaptation can differ very much between 
the projects. To some people it makes a lot of sense, and they can easily follow the line of 
argumentation of ecosystem-based adaptation as it focuses on strengthening ecosystem 
services in order to help people cope better with the effects of climate change. To others this 
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seems rather abstract and they can have a hard time following this line of argumentation. For 
the ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal Regions – the Brazil sub-
project’ it was described by the interviewee that it is easy for local people to follow the line of 
argumentation of the concept and that it is a good approach in order to engage communities. It 
makes a lot of sense for the people in the region in which the project is active. The same goes 
partly for the ‘Mangrove and Markets – the Thailand sub-project’. In this project however 
there were both: people capable of following the line of argumentation and local farmers that 
were unconvinced that the presence of more mangrove trees in their shrimp ponds would be 
of any benefit. People of the province Samut Prakan reject anything that is biodegradable in 
their ponds, because in their belief such things have a negative impact on shrimp production. 
People from the province of Trat however seem to be more open towards the idea of 
increasing mangrove cover and the idea that there are certain benefits related to such a 
practice According to the interviewee, it was easy to explain why resilience is important to 
achieve and how it could be done by engaging in ecosystem restoration. The understatement 
of the local farmers in this project differs profoundly from each other. Difficulties for locals in 
understanding the concept were described by the interviewee that was working in relation to 
the MESCAL project in Vanuatu. According to the interviewee, this was not because the line 
of argumentation of the concept itself was hard to follow, but that in some communities there 
was a lack of knowledge in regards to climate change. The way climate change was first 
explained to some local communities in Vanuatu made them scared: the interviewee described 
that, to them, it almost seemed like a big animal was coming to their islands to eat people. 
This obstacle was overcome however through continued efforts to explain the matter and 
educating people, and people started to understand that it was about changes in climate over a 
long period of time. The conclusion that can be drawn from this is that in order to get people 
engaged in projects they would have to be able to follow the line of argumentation and see the 
benefits that would arise from ecosystem-based adaptation interventions. Otherwise it could 
be difficult to implement measures, as described by the situation in the province in Samut 
Prakan. The extent to which local people are able to follow the line of argumentation is 
unsurprisingly very much context specific and can vary greatly. A project would do well in 
assessing the state of the local knowledge at its very beginning in order to plan accordingly. 
The Mangrove and Markets project revealed that difficulties that can arise in relation to 
understatement of locals of the concept can lead to a change in strategy along the course of 
the project. This supports the idea expressed by interviewee A that good ecosystem-based 
adaptation is good community-based adaptation and vice versa. The interviewee argued that 
there is a strong social side to ecosystem based adaptation and that a combination of those two 
concepts should be the way in which adaptation interventions are heading. 
 
In two interviews, both with projects that are doing work in the Philippines, it was described 
that a paradigm shift can be observed when it comes to adaptation measures on the 
Philippines. The government has considered ecosystem-based approaches more and more in 
disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation planning. Perhaps this reflects the 
general momentum that the concept is receiving, and it could be argued that what is currently 
taking place in the adaptation community is somewhat of a paradigm shift. 
 

4.2 Challenges, thresholds and limitations related to the projects 
In this section, reflections on the challenges and limitations faced by the projects of 
investigation shall be made in order to give a sufficient answer to the second research 
question. The second research question examines the potential threat that the ignorance of 
challenges and limitations might pose to ecosystem-based adaptation as a theoretical concept 
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and the initiation of future projects. It is therefore considered to be important to first of all 
reflect on all of the challenges and limitations that were discovered in relation to projects. 
Only if they are known and discussed, can an estimation of the consequences that would 
follow if they were not to be addressed in research and practice be given.  
 
The challenges that seem most apparent and of a more general nature in projects of 
ecosystem-based adaptation relate to quantification, especially with assessing cost-
effectiveness. In chapter 1.3.2 the examples and benefits of the concept are discussed where it 
is described that ecosystem-based adaptation is often portrayed as being cost-effective or as a 
cost-effective alternative to conventional adaptation measures. One example given in chapter 
1.3.2 is the cost-effectiveness of using an ecosystem based approach over conventional hard 
infrastructural measures in coastal protection. In the subsequent chapter, the limitations and 
knowledge gaps are pointed out. Here it is described that the process of quantification is 
considered by the literature as a knowledge gap, even though many studies claim that 
ecosystem-based adaptation is posing a cost-effective opportunity to do adaptation, there is a 
limited evidence base for that. It is described that many of the studies , which claim cost-
effectiveness, remain anecdotal and that there are not many which provide hard evidence. The 
results seem to support both, ecosystem-based adaptation can be cost effective and yet it 
remains difficult to assess that and provide evidence that goes beyond being anecdotal. The 
interviewee of the MESCAL project mentioned during the interview that it attempted to build 
sea walls as an alternative to soft adaptation measures, such as mangrove forest restoration on 
neighboring islands. It was described that it didn’t work so well and that the walls were 
washed away or eroded every time there was an extreme weather event happening. However, 
when asked further details about the measures, the interviewee could not provide much more 
information besides that it seems to be more cost-effective to engage in soft adaptation 
measures such as mangrove forest restoration. 
 
In regards to the ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal Regions’ 
project, all of the four interviewees described the assessment of cost-effectiveness as difficult 
and challenging. For the project in the Philippines, it would be possible for the part that deals 
with mangrove forest restoration to do the cost-effectiveness analysis, as in that case it would 
actually be straightforward. According to one of the interviewees, one could simply assess the 
costs that would arise when implementing alternative options in the project area such as sea 
walls and compare that to the costs of the restoration actions. Alternatively, one could also 
estimate the costs that could arise from doing nothing and leaving the region exposed to 
environmental threats. This is something feasible that could be done in order to get an idea of 
the cost-effectiveness of the actions that are being undertaken. However, for the aspect of the 
project, which looks at the fisheries in the region and how to make them more sustainable, the 
interviewees expressed that this would be much more complicated due to the complex nature 
of the issue. This side of the project is very political and governance related, it would be hard 
if not impossible to put a monetary number on the efforts that are being done in that regard. 
This is a key reason why it a cost-effectiveness analysis is not being attempted for this aspect 
of the project.  

The interviewee being spoken to in regards the project in Brazil also expressed cost-
effectiveness assessments as challenging in the project. Attempts are being made to assess 
accurately the cost-effectiveness of conserving the herbivores of the reef ecosystem, but this 
is difficult due to the complexity of the system and the whole matter. There are no specific 
studies on the issue that the project could base the analysis on; everything needs to be carried 
out autonomously. It is difficult to state when the population size of the parrot fish would 
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have reached a relevant functional size. The interviewee described that academics and 
politicians seem to have difficulty in following the line of argumentation without being able 
to look at hard numbers in this regard. This is very much in contrast to the understanding of 
the local people as described in the previous section of this chapter. In the eyes of the 
interviewee, the availability of hard numbers could in general assist in a better understanding 
of ecosystem-based adaptation from a political perspective; unfortunately, such assessments 
are in some cases very difficult if not impossible. This is the great dilemma in which the 
concept is trapped it seems.. The same goes for the project in South Africa. The interviewee 
described that it is very challenging to assess the cost-effectiveness of the measures. This goes 
especially for the part of the project that deals with the range lands. Here one is dealing with 
very long timescales due to the slow growth of the vegetation in the area, and one faces high 
costs for a small return of value on a small area of land. The issue in relation to timescale in 
this project shall be picked up again in the following section of this chapter where timescales 
are examined in greater detail. Therefore all of these three projects encounter data-access 
issues in relation to cost effectiveness while at the same time acknowledging its importance. 
The interviewee working for the International Climate Initiative mentioned that there is a big 
question mark surrounding cost-effectiveness and that it is acknowledged that it is a complex 
and difficult aspect of ecosystem based adaptation. Some interventions might not seem to be 
cost-effective at first sight, but by widening the horizon and taking co-benefits into account 
the projects would probably do better in terms of cost-effectiveness. It is thus also very much 
dependent on where boundaries are drawn. In general the interviewee supported the viewpoint 
that it is necessary to continue to put effort into assessments of cost-effectiveness and that this 
it is not an easy task. 
 
When reflecting on the projects in which the interviewees were talking about cost-
effectiveness, it almost seems like the assessment is doable in projects that are engaging in 
mangrove forest restoration for coastal protection, because the cost of alternative measures 
would seem to be more readily available than for other interventions in which it is more 
difficult as such a comparison is not easy to make. On the one hand, monetary estimation is 
wished for by policy makers and by planners— the interviewee working in a coordinating 
position for ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal Regions’ backs 
up this point— but on the other hand it is noticeable, in particular in socio-ecological 
orientated projects, that’s tough to do. A way forward in this matter is continued effort that 
includes effort from the field of the sciences as well as from practitioners in the field to bring 
the assessment of cost-effectiveness forward. It also requires understatement from 
policymakers and planners that the nature of this issue is difficult. The argument that it is 
dangerous to put monetary values on ecosystems, as described in chapter 1.3.4 that deals with 
the concept of ecosystem services, needs to be respected, but it also needs to be asked what 
the alternative would mean if the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation were disregarded 
because the costs-effectiveness is not transparent for decision makers. The most logical 
conclusion that can be drawn from this is that decision makers would turn to alternative 
measures in cases where an ecosystem approach could be a solution but was disregarded 
because the numbers were not available. Now it is easy to see— even from the perspective of 
advocates in favor of not putting a value on ecosystems— that the implementation of hard 
infrastructure would almost certainly mean a larger disturbance for nature than the 
implementation of ecosystem approaches. The estimation of monetary values of ecosystem 
services in case of adaptation to climate change seems to be unavoidable if the concept is to 
stay around as a potential adaptation tool in the climate protection arena on a larger scale. In 
relation to the issue of quantification in projects that are doing ecosystem-based adaptation, it 
is described in the results section of the interview with the interviewee working in a 
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coordinating position of ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal 
Regions’ project that issues can arise from the governance and institutional side. The fact that 
quantification in projects that are dealing with ecosystem-based adaptation is difficult makes 
it hard for donors to fit it into their accounting frameworks. In conclusion, improvements in 
the quantification procedures among projects will encourage accountability from donors' 
perspectives, which may in turn have the effect of lowering risk and increasing potential 
sources of funding for future projects of a similar nature. On the other hand, accounting 
frameworks may need to be reconsidered by donors in order to open the way for approaches 
in which quantification is hard to do.  
 
A challenge of a different nature unrelated to quantification was described by the interviewee 
spoken to in connection with the MESCAL project in Vanuatu. The interviewee described the 
lack of expertise as the main challenge in the project. As the project was attempting mangrove 
restoration, it would have been of assistance to have a person with experience in the 
replanting of mangroves in the project in Vanuatu. This was not the case. It was the first time 
that a mangrove restoration project had been implemented in Vanuatu and no one living 
there— at least no one that was known to the project— had experience in planting mangroves. 
People that were working for the project in Vanuatu attended workshops that were organized 
by the implementing organization, but this was insufficient for the purposes of the required 
education according to the interviewee. An expert or a group of experts were needed simply 
to show them how to do it, which species to choose etc. The interviewee described how, 
although the general approach could have been much more effective, , through this process of 
trial and error, many lessons were learned from the attempt to replant mangroves The fact that 
the implementation of a measure fails simply because of the lack of expertise in the project is 
clearly a failure of project planning. It is certainly something that should not happen and 
something that could have been avoided through. For project implementation it is of general 
importance to provide assistance to locals that are about to implement the planned 
intervention. 
 
In chapter 1.3.2 which discusses examples and benefits of ecosystem-based adaptation, it is 
described how the concept is often portrayed by the literature as one which provides a lasting 
and sustainable set of solutions: one almost gets the feeling that it is some universal remedy 
that can be applied in numerous ways. This is however certainly not the case. The interviewee 
spoken to in connection with the ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and 
Coastal Regions – the Philippine sub-project’ made it clear that a point is about to be reached 
where mangroves alone will not be able to provide the coastal protection needed. While the 
mangrove may be apt to address some of the problems that climate change poses such as 
increased storminess or increased rainfall patterns, they cannot address issues that arise from 
increased sea temperature or ocean acidifications. In the eyes of the interviewee it is important 
to notice that there are limitations to the problems that ecosystem-based adaptation 
interventions can address. Conservation International as well as others are therefore already 
figuring out in what cases it would be necessary to combine hard and soft adaptation measures 
and how that could be done. Even though this point was raised only in this project, it can be 
assumed that this is a general issue of the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation and that 
there are limitations to what it can address. The important point is to avoid portrayal of the 
concept as impeccable as this will foster unrealistic expectations: limitations must be 
acknowledged.  
 
Two cases of maladaptation were mentioned by two of the interviewees which are of 
relevance when writing about challenges in regards the concept. In both cases the 
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maladaptation can’t be linked to the project themselves as it is a general observation that was 
made by the interviewees. Both projects are related to mangrove forest restoration. The 
interviewee being spoken to in relation to the ‘Mangroves and Markets – the Vietnam sub-
project’ described that they had observed people who were replanting mangroves would often 
poorly select the species to be planted. There seems to be a strong tendency to plant a certain 
Rhizophora mangrove species because of the timber value, but the root system of this species 
does not go as deep as other species and as such the capacity to bind soil and hence reduce 
erosion is limited— they were also often badly adapted to the habitat they were planted in. 
The project is working on this issue and tries to assure that people are making the right choice 
in species. As such this constituted, not a failure of the project, but rather an issue which 
arose, was observed and was then addressed during the project's development. A similar 
situation was described by the interviewee working with the ACCCoast project in the 
Philippines. There are many mangrove restoration projects being implemented in the 
Philippines, several of which are non-government lead. The interviewee described. as a 
general observation, that there seems to be a tendency to try to plant as many mangroves as 
possible for the available money. While this may seem reasonable at first site, it resulted in 
the establishment of monoculture forests; on some occasions, species were planted that were 
not adapted to the habitat in question, and some were planted incorrectly e.g. too far away 
from the coast. This was a reason for the ZSL with support of  GIZ (the implementing 
organization of the ACCCoast project in the Philippines) to publish guidebooks on how 
undertake mangrove restoration. Guidebooks have been forwarded to the government and the 
specifics of correct restoration techniques are being noticed and evaluated. Problematic 
however is the fact that there are several independent restoration projects that are not 
government associated that still need to be reached with guidance information. In both cases, 
the availability of knowledge is the key to the issue. Here also lies a link to the lack of 
expertise in the project in Vanuatu. It is important when working with ecosystem-based 
solutions that they are done right, otherwise it can lead to failure or to states of maladaptation.  
 
Issues related to governmental management were described in the case of the Thailand sub-
project of the ‘Mangroves and Markets’ project. As described in the results section, no zoning 
of mangrove forest existed so far and it is prohibited for people to settle in forest areas and 
use them to a certain extent. However people do settle in forest areas in spite of these 
regulations as a long period of time and the way the management of mangrove forest is 
designed makes it complicated to work with these local people. The interview reveals the 
importance of governance and how it can influence successful mangrove management. 
Governance can play an important role in project implementation— something that cannot be 
linked exclusively to ecosystem-based adaptation—, and can become a challenge. Another 
aspect in regards to governance is land tenure described by the interviewee of the same 
project. As described in the results section, land tenure is not tight in Thailand which is 
leading to degradation of the land in the eyes of the interviewee. A similar situation was 
described by the interviewee being spoken to in regards the EPIC project in China. In China, 
land tenure oftentimes seems insecure as well, causing the same problem of unsustainable 
land use. Looking at the two cases where short term land tenure is leading to degradation of 
land allows for the conclusion that it is important to build ownership for local people and the 
land that they are using. If there is no feeling of ownership, people seem to exploit land in an 
unsustainable way: getting the most out of it in a short period of time, leaving the land behind 
in a degraded state, certainly nothing to strive for. While this is not an issue exclusively linked 
to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation in any way, it is a general issue causing 
degradation of land that can also be relevant to projects employing ecosystem-based 
adaptation. 
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Another issue related to governance and local government was described by the interviewee 
being spoken to in regards the EPIC sub-project in Nepal. It was described as challenging to 
incite interest among the local government from its introduction. According to the 
interviewee, there seems to be high expectations from the local government in the region 
where the projects sites are towards foreign projects. That’s partly because the government in 
that region seemed to be spoiled by another project that had been implemented in the same 
region which also dealt with ecosystem-based adaptation, namely the UNEP Ecosystem 
Based Adaptation in Mountain Ecosystems project. The government had false expectations 
towards the EPIC project, which made it hard to get them interested in the project in the 
beginning. This issue could potentially be solved by better communication between 
organizations, institutions or funds that plan to be active in the same region. Moreover one of 
the communities that the EPIC project was aiming to work with had had bad experiences with 
the UNEP project that had been implemented in the region and so they were reluctant to 
engage in the EPIC project at first.  
 
 

4.3 Reflections on timescales 
In order to give a sufficient answer to the research question how and why timescales in 
relation to projects that are dealing with ecosystem-based adaptation are important, 
information that was obtained through the interviews of relevance in this regards shall be 
analyzed and discussed in this section and put into context with the information that was 
retrieved from the literature. 
 
The most important aspect that was discovered in this thesis in regards to time and timescale 
is the fact that there was simply not enough being allocated to some projects. This is 
something so obvious that it almost seems superfluous to mention, but in order to bring a 
project to success there should be enough time allocated to it. The interviews revealed 
however that some projects were struggling with this issue. In the results section, it is 
described how the interviewee that was working in the MESCAL project in Vanuatu 
mentioned that the time for the project was too short. The planning of the project took about 
two-thirds of the time and the actual implementation was then carried out in the remaining 
time. This was not enough time to appropriately conduct the replanting of the mangroves – 
disregarding the fact that mangrove-planting expertise was missing in this project, as 
described previously. A similar issue was also described by the interviewee related to the 
‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal Regions – the sub-project in 
the Philippines’. The project was implemented over a period of five years, but the actual 
implementation of mangrove restoration took place only in the last two years of the project. It 
seems like that in the case of mangrove restoration, a long planning period is needed. This is 
not necessarily a negative issue, but it only becomes a problem when the time that can be 
allocated to the actual implementation of the planning is getting short and the project then 
struggles because of that. In general, funded projects in the field of climate change protection 
are running over a period of about five years, some less, some more, but five years would be 
about the average. This time span could be too short in some cases for projects that are 
engaging in ecosystem-based adaptation as the interviews revealed. It must either be made 
sure that a project can achieve its objectives within a given time span, or more time needs to 
be allocated to it in the first place. The projects assessed in this thesis were among the first 
generation of projects involving ecosystem-based adaptation, and the lesson to be learned 
from them is that time is not to be underestimated when designing the project. Potential 
donors should understand that projects engaging in ecosystem-based adaptation may need to 
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have more time than previously planned allocated to them. More time in that sense would 
mean more required funding, but this is simply how it is. 
 
In chapter 1.2.1 dealing with the scale of adaptation, it is described that the short to medium 
term, meaning present time up to the year 2050, is considered the most relevant period of time 
for framing adaptation actions and decisions. The results support this view of timescale. It 
turned out that all of the projects are addressing issues that are already occurring, which is in 
line with the statement of the of the IPCC in their Fourth Assessment Report. As described in 
chapter 1.2.1, most of the adaptation actions are addressing present climate change.  
 
The results revealed that the creation of immediate benefits to local people through the 
interventions is of great importance. In the first section of this chapter, it was mentioned that 
in order to get local people engaged in projects, it is important that they are aware of the 
benefits that arise from the ecosystem-based adaptation interventions. This is why the sub-
project in Nepal of the EPIC project is making sure that immediate benefits are made visible 
for local people. The interviewee described that vegetation is growing quickly in Nepal and 
how that can be used to create immediate benefits for local people by using vegetation for 
slope stabilization, which is of use to people at the same time. In this project, engagement of 
the local people works well, according to the interviewee. The opposite is being described in 
the sub-project in Thailand of the Mangroves and Markets project. Here, immediate benefits 
cannot be made visible to the local farmers due to the long growth time of the mangroves and 
thus it is hard to get the local people interested in the planned measures. The same goes for 
the sub-project in South Africa of the ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and 
Coastal Regions’ project. In the wetlands where growth is rather quick in the vegetation 
periods, it is not hard to demonstrate immediate benefits in terms of the availability of 
freshwater, but in contrast to that are the rangelands where growth of vegetation is very slow. 
It is hard to convince farmers to leave rangelands untouched over a long period of time. 
Estimates of the time needed in order for degraded rangelands to recover lies between 20 and 
50 years according to the interviewee, there is a big temptation for the farmers to use the land 
after the area has recovered only a little. In this regard, time is a crucial factor. Because 
projects engaging in ecosystem-based adaptation are so much reliant on the ecosystems that 
are being worked with, the ability to make immediate benefits visible for local people varies a 
lot between projects as shown by the results. This is something that needs to be considered 
before a project is started. Though needs to be put into question of how to convince local 
people of the benefits in cases where they are not immediate should be dealt with. This could 
determine whether a project manages to achieve local engagement. 
 
Another aspect in which time is an important factor is the monitoring and evaluation of the 
implemented interventions. As has been described previously above, vegetation in some cases 
needs time to grow to a functional size in order to fulfill the services a project aims to achieve. 
This may sometimes go beyond the time frame of the project. As mentioned, the time-frame 
for a project is around five years, but the time needed for mangroves to grow to a functional 
size takes about ten years or more. In the case of the rangelands, the timescale goes up as far 
as fifty years. How would the monitoring of results and evaluation be done in such cases? 
This is an issue that the interviewee working in a coordinating position of the ‘Ecosystem-
based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and Coastal Regions’ project pointed to as well. 
Again, this issue can be linked to the issue of quantification of ecosystem-based adaptation – 
if the results become visible long after the project ended, their effective evaluation and 
quantification is an issue, one which must be deliberated already in the planning phase of 
projects. When applying for funding, projects might want to keep in mind the costs that might 
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arise from the organization of monitoring and evaluation after a project has already ended and 
put it as an item on the invoice in the application. 
 
The last aspect that to be reflected upon is the sustainability of projects. Problems that can 
arise due to the time span of projects have been described in this section of this chapter. A 
project is not of much help to local people if the time in which it is assisting local people is 
limited to the lifespan of the project. It is thus important that projects ensure that after the 
project has ended, continuing assistance to local communities is provided for. The interviewee 
of the ACCCoast project described this as a reason why the project engaged heavily into 
capacity building in order to institutionalize knowledge and thus creating benefits that outlive 
the lifespan of the project. In the ‘Ecosystem-based adaptation in Marine, Terrestrial and 
Coastal Regions – the sub-project in the Philippines’ the interviewee described that great 
effort within the project is placed on livelihood diversification to ensure the support goes 
beyond the time of the project. An element of sustainability in projects dealing with climate 
change protection is important and necessary.  
 

4.4 Answers to the research questions 
In this section, answers shall be given to the research questions. 

4.4.1 Research question 1 

 What is ecosystem-based adaptation – in theory and practice? 
 
Ecosystem-based adaptation is a developing concept that is still in its early stages with a long 
road ahead. Even though the adaptation to climate changes by using ecosystems is not new at 
all, the concept with a focus on adaptation to human induced climate changes is – both in 
theory and practice. While the concept came around over the course of the last decade, it took 
a rather dramatic change in course. During its evolution, the concept has come from a concept 
that was perceived by the conservation community as a concept focusing on helping 
ecosystems to adapt to climate change, towards a concept that now is more focused on 
helping humans to adapt in the first place.  
 
In the literature, the concept is commonly understood as involving the use of biodiversity and 
ecosystems to help people to adapt to the adverse effects of climate change. An anthropogenic 
focus can be readily observed in the projects outlined within this thesis. It has been shown that all of 
the projects can be linked to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation and that all of the 
projects focus primarily on helping humans. Theory and practice meet in that regard. 
However, the purely anthropogenic focus is being questioned from some sides as shown in 
this thesis. 
 
In regards to the definition, the prominent use of biodiversity in the most common definitions 
was discussed and the results of the thesis would support a redefinition of it. It is suggested to 
leave the concept of biodiversity out of the definition and instead highlight the role of 
ecosystem services more.  
 

4.4.2 Research question 2 

Why may the ignorance of challenges in projects related to ecosystem-based 
adaptation threaten its potential as a concept? 
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The ignorance of challenges in projects related to ecosystem-based adaptation may threaten 
the potential of the concept because it could lead to a situation where it loses its momentum. 
If the concept loses its momentum and reputation, the initiation of future projects would be 
negatively affected. This entails that the funding volume would most likely decrease and less 
projects would be initiated. Alongside with a decrease in funding volume, a decline in 
research being conducted within the field of ecosystem-based adaptation is likely.  
 
The positive way the concept is being portrayed is certainly a reason why it currently receives 
a lot of momentum and enjoys a good reputation. If it would turn out that the concept is 
unable to live up to its reputation, it could face the threat of losing its momentum. But is there 
reason that supports this potential threat? Are there challenges after all that can be related to 
projects engaging in ecosystem-based adaptation or is it really just as great as it is being 
described by most of the literature? There are challenges - that was shown by this thesis. 
Some of the challenges can be associated with the concept itself; others are more of context 
specific challenges.  
 
Above all, the challenge of quantifying certain aspects of the projects, most importantly cost-
effectiveness, was identified and is an issue that needs to be addressed increasingly in the 
future. Reason was given why it is important to be able to put numbers on projects and that it 
is something inevitable if the concept should get a solid position in the field of climate change 
adaptation. But as described the socio-ecologic nature of the concept makes it difficult. It has 
been shown in the thesis that it is hard for projects to assess cost-effectiveness and thus 
provide a hard evidence base for the claim that the concept is being cost-effective. In this 
regard, it was discussed to put a stronger focus on the concept of ecosystem services within 
the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation and how that could possibly help to get ahead in 
that matter. It is important that the claims of ecosystem-based adaptation are cost-effective 
instead of remaining anecdotal. 
 
Important in this regards is also the fact that increased quantification would allow for an 
easier accounting process from the side of the donors as described in chapter 4.2. This could 
create a win-win situation from which both sides would benefit. Donors would be having an 
easier job to do accounting and this might lead to a situation where donors are more willing to 
provide funding. Ergo this would mean better access to funding for projects simply because 
donors are not as troubled. 
 
Another important issue is the fact that there are limitations to what threats can be addressed 
and to what extent threats can be addressed by projects engaging in ecosystem-based 
adaptation. 
 
Numerous other challenges were identified over the course of the analysis, but those were 
more context specific challenges. However, it was shown that it is important to not create 
situations of maladaptation. When working with ecosystem-based adaptation, maladaptive 
states generally can arise when interventions are altering ecosystems in a way, or creating 
ecosystems like mangrove forest in a way, to which negative features can be attributed. In a 
maladaptive situation, the intervention could possibly not be able to provide the benefits that 
it is supposed to do, or negative effects on other scales. It is important to make sure that 
expertise that is needed in order to successfully implement the planned intervention is present 
in the project. It has been shown that that is not always the case. Surely, that is nothing that 
can specifically be related to the concept, but it might hinder the success when not taken in 
consideration. 
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Two of the interviewees support the view that there is a risk that the concept might lose its 
momentum. The interviewee A described the situation of the concept of Community Based 
Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) and how this concept was once at a similar point 
like ecosystem-based adaptation. It has received lots of attention and had a good reputation in 
the developing community until studies came up that claimed to show that it is not as good as 
it was said. That may have led to a loss of momentum that the concept received. The 
interviewee expressed that there might be similar risks for ecosystem-based adaptation as a 
concept. This same view was shared by interviewee C.  
  

4.4.3 Research question 3 

How and why is the timescale of projects related to ecosystem-based adaptation 
relevant? 

 
The analysis and discussion of the results reveal that time is a crucial aspect that needs to be 
considered in projects that are engaging in ecosystem-based adaptation, as it seems especially 
vital in those kinds of projects. The fact that ecosystems are a central aspect of the adaptation 
interventions makes time so important in this regard. If, for example, coastal forests shall 
provide protection against storm surges it obviously takes time when trees are being replanted 
to grow to a functional size, they will not grow over night. It was shown in this thesis that 
time is an actual issue in ecosystem-based adaptation projects and as obvious as it seems, time 
management too can create problematic situations.  
 
It was discussed that in order to get local people engaged in projects, it is important for them 
to follow the line of argumentation behind the concept and see benefits arising from engaging 
in the intervention. In this regard, the creation of immediate benefits proved to be important. 
In some cases, however, due to context specific circumstance, for example, the growth rates 
of mangroves or slow growing vegetation in the project of South Africa in the rangelands, this 
can be rather hard to do. The circumstance that the creation of immediate benefits for local 
people in some cases will be hard to achieve is something that needs to be considered in 
project planning and measures should be planned accordingly. 
 
The time that vegetation or ecosystems take to provide the required service is one aspect. 
Another aspect is more related to time management in projects. It was shown in this thesis 
that in two projects the allocated time was too short and made it challenging for the projects. 
In one case, the time even was so short that the implementation of the intervention severely 
suffered under time pressure. Those failures are rather easy to avoid by better time 
management. It must also be noted that the experience in doing ecosystem-based adaptation is 
little and if there is a lesson to be learned from this first generation that was specifically 
engaging in work with the concept then it is the lesson that sufficient time must be allocated 
in order to do the projects. The planning phase seems to be taking long in some cases and 
takes away time from the actual implementation phase. Now, that means that projects 
engaging in ecosystem-based adaptation must consider planning in longer time spans then 
other projects that do climate protection do. In other words, ecosystem-based adaptation 
might need more funding. If more time is needed it requires more funding, it is as simple as 
that. This is something that must be taken into account also from the sides of the donors.  
 
Another issue that goes into the same direction that was discussed is the issue of monitoring 
and evaluation. As the results of some projects might become visible after the project has 
ended will make it hard to monitor and evaluate them. It was being discussed that this is 
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especially in regards to the concept of ecosystem-based adaptation something that is really 
necessary though, considering the lack of evidence that the concept is currently facing. It was 
suggested that monitoring and evaluation should be considered, even if the results will 
become visible after the project has ended. Again as the previous matter, this would require 
additional funding that would allow monitoring and evaluation after a project has ended.  
 
It has been shown that time is of special importance to the concept of ecosystem-based 
adaptation and that the lessons from the first generation of projects must be taken into 
consideration for the planning of future projects. The results of the thesis also suggest that 
more funding in projects that engage in ecosystem-based adaptation might be needed due to 
the fact that projects should and need to take more time to do things right. 

5. Conclusions 
Ecosystem-based adaptation has its limits and its challenges. It is not a concept that will be 
helpful in all cases where adaptation towards the adverse effects of climate change is 
necessary. These limitations and challenges must be communicated and assessed more 
carefully in order not to raise false hopes that the concept is unable to live up to. The literature 
tends to focus primarily on the positive aspects of the concept, which might lead to a 
distortion of the reality and show the concept in a way that might be in contrast to its actual 
performance in the field. A glorification of the concept that goes beyond its capacities would 
threaten the concept after all instead of helping it to move forward. The potential danger that 
lies within such glorification should be obvious to see. The thesis suggests that if the concept 
is unable to deliver, associated benefits and studies will not be able to provide hard evidence, 
its quick success story could end rather soon.  
 
The theoretical discussion around the concept will continue, as the results and the analysis of 
the literature suggests. There are claims supporting a change of focus within the concept and 
to make it more concise.  
 
Another important outcome is that lessons need to be learned. This may seem obvious, but 
looking at what the empirical data of the thesis revealed bolster the importance of such a 
simple message. It has been shown that the projects outlined in this thesis are struggling with 
issues that could be avoided rather easily by future projects. It is important for future projects 
to evaluate the experiences of the first generation of projects and plan to implement 
interventions accordingly. Some recommendations are given in this thesis.  
 
Another core outcome of the thesis is that time is a very important factor. Interventions 
aiming at harnessing the services of ecosystems can take time until results become apparent. 
The thesis provides reason why this factor must be considered in project management. It has 
been shown that projects struggle due to the time available. Projects engaging in ecosystem-
based adaptation need more time under some circumstances, which is an aspect that also 
needs to be acknowledged from the side of the donors because it could mean that projects 
possibly need greater volumes of funding. The sustainability of projects must be of high 
priority from the very beginning. 
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