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potential decline in rice yields in 
Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam 
without e	orts to combat climate 
change

estimated loss in value of reef-
related fisheries in Southeast Asia
from 2000-50 from unabated
climate change

annual child deaths (under age 5) 
from undernutrition attributable to 
climate change by 2030

increase in hot days in Asia Pacific 
cities by the end of the 21st century

average global flood losses
expected by 2050
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The heaT is on
zzFloods in India, Nepal and Bangladesh left more 

that 250 people dead earlier this month. Scores of 
communities in central and southern China were 
submerged after torrential rains. Meanwhile, north-
ern Chinese cities including Beijing, Hebei and 
Henan baked in temperatures exceeding 40 degrees 
Celsius. In Thailand, floods ravaged the northeast-
ern provinces and parts of the South, including the 
tourist island of Lipe in the Andaman Sea.

Such calamities are just a beginning, a new report 
warns. Increasingly severe and frequent natural 
disasters threaten to derail the future growth of the 
region, according to the report titled “A Region at 
Risk: The Human Dimensions of Climate Change 
in Asia and the Pacific”.

Under a business-as-usual scenario, an increase 
in average temperature of 6 degrees Celsius is pro-
jected over the Asian land mass by the end of the 
century. Temperatures in Tajikistan, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and northwestern China could rise by 8C, 
said report, released in July by the Asian Develop-
ment Bank (ADB) and the Potsdam Institute for 
Climate Impact Research (PIK).

Such a dramatic change in weather patterns would 
have a profound impact on the agriculture and fish-
ery sectors as well as land and marine biodiversity, 
urban development, migration and public health.

“Home to two-thirds of the world’s poor and 
regarded as one of the most vulnerable regions to 
climate change, countries in Asia and the Pacific are 
at the highest risk of plummeting into deeper pov-
erty — and disaster — if mitigation and adaptation 
efforts are not quickly and strongly implemented,” 
said Bambang Susantono, the ADB vice-presi-
dent for knowledge management and sustaina-
ble development.

“The Asian countries hold Earth’s future in their 
hands. If they choose to protect themselves against 
dangerous climate change, they will help to save the 
entire planet,” PIK director Hans Joachim Schelln-
huber said during the launch of the report in Manila 
last month.

Asia’s attempt to save the world has been seen 
in the surging popularity of renewable energy. 
But switching to renewable energy is not enough. 
According to ADB, even if the Paris Agreement goal 
to limit the global temperature rise to below 2C is 
achieved, natural disasters will still rage on.

The region will continue to experience a greater 
frequency and intensity of heavy rainfall, widespread 
coral bleaching and erratic precipitation patterns. 
In the high mountains of Asia, glaciers will recede, 
increasing water discharge in rivers and flooding 
communities, while causing water shortages due 
to the diminished capacity of glaciers for natural 
water storage.

According to the ADB, developing nations in the 
region need to invest US$1.7 trillion per year, if the 
region is to maintain its growth while responding to 
climate change. The UN Environment Adaptation 
Gap Report in 2016 put the total cost of adapting to 
climate change in developing countries (including 
those outside Asia) at between $280 billion and $500 
billion per year by 2050. Thus, Asia requires massive 
amounts of mitigation and adaptation finance.

Asia is unique in that some countries have signif-
icant potential for greenhouse gas (GHG) emission 
reductions, while others have some of the lowest per 
capita GHG emissions in the world. This requires 
different approaches to assistance and support.

“The challenge is twofold. On the one hand, Asian 
greenhouse gas emissions have to be reduced in a 
way that the global community can limit planetary 
warming to well below 2C, as agreed in Paris. Yet 
even adapting to limit the rise to 1.5C is a major task,” 
said Prof Schellnhuber.

“So, on the other hand, Asian countries have to 
find strategies for ensuring prosperity and security 
under unavoidable climate change within healthy 
global development. But note that leading the clean 
industrial revolution will provide Asia with unprece-
dented economic opportunities. And exploring the 
best strategies to absorb the shocks of environmental 
change will make Asia a crucial actor in 21st-cen-
tury multilateralism.”

ReaDY To CoPe?
To be fair and realistic, no countries dare proclaim 
they are fully ready to deal with climate change. But 
Asia and Pacific, home to the world’s fastest-growing 
economies and huge populations, face a unique 
dilemma. According to the ADB, the region posted 
5.8% growth in gross domestic product in 2016, rep-
resenting 60% of global growth. If countries cannot 
“de-carbonise” their economies, Asia’s share of GHG 
emissions could rise to 48% by 2030 from 40% in 
2016.

A study commissioned by Konrad-Adenauer 
Stiftung in 2016 and carried out by the market 
research specialists Ipsos looked at the world’s four 
largest producers of emissions — China, India, 
Russia and the US — to identify challenges and 
obstacles to reducing emissions.

Russia, a major fossil fuel exporter, is still con-
cerned about the economic impact of emission 
reduction and phasing out fossil fuels. “Some Rus-
sians still question the idea of man-made climate 
change and hence the need to reduce emissions,” 
said the study.

The study, which was conducted before the US 
presidential election last year, also finds the US 
focuses on profitability when it comes to pursuing 
emission reduction measures. “Economic consider-
ations act as both motivators and obstacles.”

China, despite its ambition to be the leader 
in renewable energy, has a “conflict of interest” 
between economic growth and emission reduc-
tion, and the problem of enforceability at the pro-
vincial level.

India has a priority to combat poverty and, 
like China, is torn between economic growth and 
emissions reduction. “The consequences of cli-
mate change and the risks associated with devel-
opment are clearly recognisable, yet reducing emis-
sions is not treated as a priority and international 
assistance is expected,” the study said. “Political 
and administrative inertia and incompetence are 
major obstacles.”

UnsUsTainaBLe inDia
With a population of 1.3 billion, India is a major 
player when it comes to climate change investment.

Climate change will curb 
the rapid growth that 
Asia needs to secure its 
future, unless countries 
embrace new approaches 
to sustainability. 
By Anchalee Kongrut 
and Saniya More

zzContinued on page 3

Leading the clean industrial 
revolution will provide 

Asia with unprecedented 
economic opportunities”

Hans JoaCHIM sCHELLnHuBER
Director, Potsdam Institute for 

Climate Impact Research
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Is Asean ready 
to adapt? Readiness varies among countries, 

but public participation essential 
for dealing with climate change. 
By Anchalee Kongrut

zzSoutheast Asian countries could face 
intense impacts from climate change that 
would limit the potential of the Asean Eco-
nomic Community (AEC), where agricul-
ture still accounts for more than 10% of gross 
domestic product.

One reason the region is so vulnerable is 
that the most highly affected areas are often 
agricultural land and coastal areas where 
large numbers of poor people live. Adap-
tation plans, improved infrastructure and 
programmes to help these people become 
more resilient are essential.

However, levels of readiness vary among 
countries in the region and a lot remains 
to be done, according to a study titled “Cli-
mate Change Adaptation Readiness in the 
Asean Countries”. It was prepared by the 
Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) and 
commissioned by the Asean German Pro-
gramme on Response to Climate Change 
in Agriculture and Forestry, supported by 
the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development.

“We [Asean] are far from ready as a region 
because we have so many issues to attend to 
due to our existing development model that 
is market-oriented, with rampant poverty 
and limited finance to fund mitigation and 
adaptation actions,” said Albert Salamanca, 
an SEI senior research fellow and co-author 
of the report along with Ha Nguyen.

The report categorises Asean coun-
tries into three groups: adaptation 
pioneers, emerging champions and 

wait-and-see-adaptors. Wealthy Singapore 
and Brunei are not included as they are 
different in terms of readiness and finan-
cial resources.

Adaptation pioneers: The Philippines 
and Vietnam are in this group. Both are 
highly vulnerable to typhoons and a rise in 
sea levels. The Philippines has a clear adap-
tation framework and action plans with 
public participation. Mr Salamanca pointed 
to promising national campaigns to restore 
mangrove forests to protect coastal shores.

Vietnam also has high awareness and a 
clear national master plan with action plans 
and targets to enable planning, monitor-
ing and evaluation. The challenges Viet-
nam faces include salinity intrusion into 
the Red River Delta as sea levels rise, and 
land subsidence, water scarcity and river 
ecology disruption caused by many hydro-
power dams to be built upstream in China 
and Laos.

Emerging champions:  Cambodia, 
Myanmar and Indonesia are in this group. 
Cambodia and Myanmar benefit from help 
from international donors to build resil-
ience for communities.

Indonesia — also highly vulnerable to 
sea level rising — has a coherent policy 
and mechanisms in place, the report says. 
The national policy clearly endorses eco-
system resilience, sustainable livelihoods 
and economic resilience as three pillars of 
climate change adaptation. The Indonesia 
Climate Change Trust Fund, meanwhile, 
pools and coordinates national and inter-
national grants for activities.

Wait-and-see adaptors: Thailand and 
Malaysia are different. They are less prone 
to risks than Philippines and Vietnam, and 
have more resources than Cambodia and 
Myanmar. But this has made them compla-
cent, which could be their undoing. Thai-
land in particular should have made the 
epic 2011 flood an opportunity to strengthen 
climate change adaptation and community 
resilience, but political turmoil prevented a 
proper response, the report noted.

Malaysia has a well established national 
policy on climate change, but the report 
says the focus is more on mitigation, such as 
emission reductions, and less on adaptation 
to prepare vulnerable groups to adjust.

Impoverished Laos receives help and 
funds from international agencies but 
programmes are not coordinated among 
ministries, the report says. Overlapping 

mandates, weak cooperation and a lack 
of commitment compound the problem 
of limited resources, access to expertise, 
knowledge and funding.

Mr Salamanca stressed that the report 
focused on the policy level and that this was 
just the start in the battle against climate 
change. “Certainly more needs to be done, 
especially in terms of implementing nation-
ally determined contributions (NDCs). A 
promise is one thing; action is another,” he 
told Asia Focus.

Apart from supportive policies and 
action plans, The Paris Agreement recog-
nises that successful actions to mitigate 
and adapt to the impacts of climate change 
must be inclusive, especially in the case 
of adaptation.

Mr Salamanca said adaptation must be 
participatory and fully transparent, taking 
into consideration vulnerable groups, com-
munities and ecosystems. It should also 
combine the best available science with 
relevant indigenous and local knowledge.

Meaningful inclusion, he said, would 
require “democratic” spaces where diverse 
voices can be heard.

“However, these spaces in the region 
have tightened which may prevent vul-
nerable groups — as they tend to be away 
from the mainstream of society — to be con-
sulted. In any dialogue, freedom of speech 
needs to be recognised so that those who 
have concerns can freely express their views 
and opinions without any fear of reprisals.”

Typhoon and 
cyclone risk 
on the rise

zzAsia and the Pacific will face more intense typhoons and tropical 
cyclones, with rising global mean temperatures as climate change 
impacts become more pronounced, a recent report warns.   

The report titled “A Region at Risk: The Human Dimensions 
of Climate Change in Asia and the Pacific” forecasts that annual 
precipitation will increase by up to 50% over most land areas 
under a business-as-usual scenario, with massive floods affecting 
livelihoods, ruining crops and derailing economic growth.

However, some countries including Pakistan and Afghanistan 
may experience a decline in rainfall by 20-50%, compounding 
drought and depleting already scarce water resources.

Coastal and low-lying areas will be at an increased risk of flood-
ing. Nineteen of the 25 cities most exposed to a one-metre sea-level 
rise are located in the region, and seven are in the Philippines.

Indonesia will be the country hardest hit by coastal flooding with 
5.9 million people expected to be affected every year until 2100.

Global flood losses are expected to rise to US$52 billion per year 
by 2050 from $6 billion in 2005. Thirteen of the top 20 cities with the 
highest expected growth in annual flood losses from 2005-50 are 
in Asia and the Pacific: Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Tianjin, Zhanjiang 
and Xiamen in China; Mumbai, 
Chennai-Madras, Surat and Kol-
kata (India); Ho Chi Minh City, 
Jakarta, Bangkok and Nagoya.

Climate change will also affect 
food production, reduce sup-
plies, push up prices and cause 
food shortage crises in some 
countries, potentially under-
mining social and political sta-
bility. In parts of Southeast Asia, 
rice yields could decline by up 
to 50% by 2100 if no adaptation 
takes place.

Food shortages could increase 
the number of malnourished 
children by 7 million in South Asia, where import costs could 
rise from $2 billion a year to $15 billion by 2050.

The report also warns that all coral reef systems in the Western 
Pacific, critical to marine ecology and the fishery, will collapse by 
2100 from mass coral bleaching if temperatures rise by 4C. Even 
with a 1.5C increase, 89% of reefs would suffer from serious bleach-
ing, severely affecting fisheries and tourism in Southeast Asia.

Climate change is also a severe public health threat. Already, 
3.3 million people die every year from the harmful effects of out-
door air pollution, led by China, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.

Heat-related deaths in the region among the elderly are 
expected to increase by about 52,000 by 2050 due to climate 
change, according to the World Health Organization (WHO). 
Deaths related to vector-borne diseases such as malaria and 
dengue may also increase.

By Anchalee Kongrut

Participants study 
a map of climate 
anomalies during the 
World Climate Change 
Conference in Paris in 
December 2015.
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Preserving and 
restoring mangrove 
forests, such as 
the 25,000-rai 
Peam Krasop 
sanctuary in Koh 
Kong, Cambodia, 
is an important 
part of climate 
change adaptation.
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When it comes to green policymaking and finan-
cial growth, the Indian government has focused on 
renewable energy, particularly solar power and wind 
energy. However, that is not all there is to India’s 
massive economy.

Infrastructure improvement has become a key to 
progress and lifting tens of millions out of poverty 
in India. This has included bringing electricity to all 
corners of the country, building bridges, dams and 
roads, as well as adding more urban facilities. Much 
of this development is not very sustainable due to 
an over-reliance on cheap coal and other resources 
detrimental to the environment.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s administration 
has made grandiose plans to cut carbon emissions, 
but there has been reluctance to switch to greener 
methods. Given its many vulnerable coastal areas 
and widespread poverty, India still believes it has no 
choice but to continue developing infrastructure as 
quickly and in cheaply as possible.

Dhiraj Raut is the director of two India-based 
companies that work in construction and real estate 
development. He sees infrastructure development as 
essential to India having a “better tomorrow”.

“Besides boosting development, we also work to 
build affordable housing for the common people,” 
he told Asia Focus.

However, Mr Raut acknowledged the downside 
of large-scale construction, citing excavation of sand 

and stone, as well as clogged drainage systems that 
increase the risk from weather events triggered by 
climate change.

Besides environmental damage, rural communi-
ties are also feeling the effects of India’s rapid infra-
structure growth.

Sunil Parhad is a medical officer in a government 
hospital in Palghar district of Maharashtra state and 
works closely with the Adivasi, a group of indigenous 
communities that rely socially and economically on 
the nature that surrounds them.

“Our world is changing because of climate change, 
yet no one is paying attention to what is happening. 
They are too focused on commercialising everything, 
making money,” he told Asia Focus. His thoughts 
were echoed by some women living in an Adivasi 
community in Palghar.

“We rely greatly on the land. We cultivate it for 
food, make our homes out of the resources we can 
find. It is our livelihood,” said one of the women. 
Another said that many construction workers were 
coming from the city to develop the land that her 
community relies on so heavily.

India’s economy may be growing consistently and 
significantly every year, but at what cost? At this point, 
protecting the environment isn’t just something that 
needs to be done to combat climate change — doing 
so is also essential for the future of communities like 
the Adivasi.Ice is melting at an alarming rate in the Arctic Ocean, and the resulting sea level rise could be catastrophic in the next few decades, scientists have warned.
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“A promise is one 
thing; action is 

another”

ALBERT SALAMANCA
stockholm environment 

Institute

Residents of Albay in the central Philippines survey some of the damage 
caused by Typhoon Nock Ten in December last year.

Thirteen of the top 
20 cities with the 
highest expected 
growth in annual 
flood losses from 

2005-50 are in Asia 
and the Pacific
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