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The Climate Adaptation Finance Paradox

• The Global Challenge

• Despite massive investments, adaptation efforts remain largely ineffective at 

achieving sustainable outcomes for local communities

• Australian Stakes:

• $1.3B for Pacific adaptation (2020-2025)

• 80% of aid with climate objectives by 2028-29

• Financial and ecological commitments under the Global Biodiversity Framework 

• Urgent need: 

• Ensure investments deliver sustainable community outcomes

• Even though the government is not the only entity funding climate adaptation, finding a 

solution to maximize public funds is essential to catalyze other sources of funding for 

adaptation



(A Few Reasons) Why Programs 
Fall Short

Program Design Flaws1

Top-down approaches

Local knowledge overlooked

Maladaptation: new vulnerabilities created

No clear theory of change

Mismatch between funding & outcome

Power Imbalances2

Elite capture (donors vs. 
communities)

External expertise privileged

Shallow vulnerability analysis

Evaluation Gaps

No rigorous effectiveness 
frameworks

Missing causal mechanism analysis

Sustainability rarely tracked

1 Barnett, J., & O'Neill, S. (2013). Maladaptation. Global Environmental Change, 21(1-2):13. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2009.11.004
2 Eriksen, S., Schipper, E. L. F., Scoville-Simonds, M., Vincent, K., Adam, H. N., Brooks, N., Harding, B., Khatri, D., Lenaerts, L., Liverman, D., Mills-Novoa, M., Mosberg, M., Movik, S., Muok, B., Nightingale, A., 
Ojha, H., Sygna, L., Taylor, M., Vogel, C., & West, J. J. (2021a). Adaptation interventions and their effect on vulnerability in developing countries: Help, hindrance or irrelevance? World Development, 141, 
105383. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105383

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2009.11.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105383


Locally-led: Essential to Successful Adaptation

• What is Locally-Led Adaptation?

• Adaptation characterized by local people and their communities having individual and collective 
agency over their adaptation priorities and how adaptation takes place (Soanes et al., 2020)

• The Problem:

• <10% of international climate finance reaches local level (Soanes et al., 2017)

• Adaptation interventions predominantly driven by international and national decision-makers (IIED, 
2020)

• Local knowledge and expertise are frequently overlooked despite communities being on frontlines 
(Eriksen et al., 2021)

• Why Locally-led Adaptation Matters:

• Solutions don't fit local context → Maladaptation (Eriksen et al., 2021)

• No ownership = No sustainability → Programs collapse when funding ends (Coger et al., 2021; Soanes 
et al., 2021)

• Elite capture → Benefits don't reach the most vulnerable communities (Eriksen et al., 2021)



The Evaluation 
Problem
• What We Currently Measure ≠ What Communities 

Need to Address Adaptation Challenges

• The Core Problem:

• There are issues with how success is defined

• Evaluations tell us WHAT happened, but not 

HOW or WHY program design led to those 

outcomes, or whether success truly translates 

to meaningful outcomes

• Result: We can't distinguish between:

• Programs that achieved narrow objectives 

while missing critical needs

• Programs that built genuine community 

resilience

Traditional Evaluation Approaches:

OECD-DAC 
Criteria

What Gets Measured What Gets Missed

Relevance
Alignment with 
national policy

Community-
contextualised 

priorities and needs to 
effectively address 
adaptation challenges

Effectiveness
Achievement of stated 
objectives

Why gaps exist, whose 
objectives matter, are 
the objectives sound

Efficiency Inputs vs. outputs
Community ownership, 
power dynamics

Impact Aggregate outcomes
Distribution, who 
benefits

Sustainability
Risk assessment at 
program end

Actual outcomes 3-5 
years later, or even 
longer term



To Fix the Problem…

Meaningly defining success: Is Australia doing what 
it promised to do?

• We are counting what is easy to count, not what counts for climate-
adapted communities and ecosystems; need to do the latter

• We can only do this with data on how programmes contribute to climate 
change outcomes. 

Need to trace the process of change, not just 
measuring what/how much changes

• Using methodologies that tease out how and why certain 
outcomes are achieved



Process Tracing
• Opening the “Black Box”: How Different Factors 

of Program Design Shapes Outcomes

• What is Process Tracing?

• A method for identifying causal mechanisms by 
systematically examining evidence of the 
process connecting cause to effect.

• What Process Tracing Reveals:

• Causal mechanisms: The step-by-step process 
connecting inputs to outcomes

• Design implications: How choices create path 
dependencies

• Alternative explanations: What else could 
explain the outcomes?

• Counterfactuals: What would a different design 
have achieved?

• Power of the Method:

• Works with existing evaluation documents

• Reveals why programs succeed on some 
dimensions and fail on others

• Shows how donor priorities embedded in 
objectives shape what gets achieved

• Identifies specific leverage points for 
improvement



Process 
Tracing 
Tests

Hoop 
Test: 
Necessary 
but Not 
Sufficient 
Evidence

"You must pass through this hoop, but passing doesn't 
prove your case.“

If evidence found: Hypothesis survives (can continue 
testing)

If evidence absent: Hypothesis fails (must revise)

Confidence: Eliminates alternatives, but doesn't confirm 
the hypothesis

Example: To claim a project had sustainability gaps, we 
must show evidence that sustainability wasn't in the design.

Smoking 
Gun Test: 
Sufficient 
but Not 
Necessary 
Evidence

"If you find this, case closed—but you might still be right 
without it.“

If evidence found: Hypothesis strongly confirmed

If evidence absent: Hypothesis could still be correct (need 
more investigation)

Confidence: Confirms hypothesis, but absence doesn't 
disprove

Example: Direct evidence that limited locally-led approach 
CAUSED sustainability gaps.



Pilot Case Study: Vietnam 
Mangrove Restoration

• Integrated Coastal and Mangrove Forest Protection in the 
Mekong Provinces for the Adaptation to Climate Change (ICMP) 
Vietnam (2011-2018)

• EUR 23.57M investment (GIZ/DFAT)

• 3.5M beneficiaries across Mekong Delta

• ICMP’s Three Stated Objectives:

• Objective 1: MARD implements a gender-differentiated policy 
framework for integrated coastal and mangrove forest 
protection in the Mekong Delta

• Objective 2: Provincial budgets allocate at least 20% of their 
resources to climate change adaptation and mitigation measures

• Objective 3: At least EUR 25 million mobilized from other 
development partners for climate change adaptation in the 
Mekong Delta



Existing
Evaluation 

of the ICMP

OECD-DAC Rating: 
15/16 "Very 
Successful"

✓ All objectives met

✓ National policy 
frameworks established

✓ EUR 110M follow-on 
investment (4.4x target)

But Evaluators Also 
Found:

"Exit strategy does not 
exist“

"Phase out farmer 
groups urgently“

Capacity development 
strategy "not available"

Questions remained: 
What went right? What 
went wrong? Was this 

project really successful to 
achieve climate adaptation?



Evaluation Problem in Action
What we know about the ICMP What we would need to know about the ICMP

Whether the project allocated resources in line with its 
objectives

What was the 20% spent on climate adaptation and 
mitigation? Was that investment worthwhile?

'Success stories' with minimal data Evidence that mangrove restoration contributes to 
coastal resilience (stability, storm surge protection, 
flood reduction)

Economic benefits (e.g. use of reclaim land for 
economic purposes, payment for ES)

How mangrove restoration increases carbon 
sequestratian

Outputs, i.e. Hectares of trees / # of trees planted, # of 
people 'empowered' to co-mange, # of people 
educated, kms of coastline protected from extreme 
weather

How the project increased capacity, specifically for 
climate resilience

What happened since 2018? 



The Problem 
Persists…

In 2025, the Mekong Delta faced 

unprecedented levels of flooding 

and soil salinity





Hypothesis

Climate adaptation 
programs that follow 
locally-led adaptation 
principles elicit more 
successful adaptation 
outcomes.



Establishing 
Causal 
Mechanism

Using Both Tests:

•Hoop Test → Eliminates 
implausible explanations

•Smoking Gun Test → Confirms 
remaining explanation

Result → High confidence in 
causal mechanism

Application: We'll use both 
to test whether ICMP's 
design choices created its 
sustainability gaps.



Testing Framework

Testing Approach:
Hoop Test: Evidence 
ICMP’s objectives shaped 
design away from locally-
led adaptation?

Smoking Gun Test: Direct 
evidence that limited 
locally-led adaptation 
caused gaps?



Hoop Test Results (preliminary)

• Question: Is there evidence ICMP’s objectives shaped design away from locally-led adaptation 

principles? 

• Assessment Results:

• ✗ Decision-making: National/provincial only (MARD, PPCs, GIZ)

• ± Inequalities: Gender by numbers only, no impact assessment? 

• Flexible funding: No evidence of community funding mechanisms

• ✓ Collaboration: Strong at policy level, fragmented at working level

• ± Local capabilities: Government yes, community organizations no

• ✗ Grassroots agency: No CSO involvement, farmer groups phased out?

•  Local knowledge: Not discussed in evaluation

• ± Marginalized voices: Acknowledged but not centered in decisions

• Hoop Test Result: ✓ PASS



Smoking Gun Test Results (preliminary)

• Question: Is there direct evidence that limited locally-led adaptation principles 

adoption CAUSED adaptation gaps?

• Strong Circumstantial Evidence:

• From DFAT Evaluation Report:

• Exit strategy urgently needed = community activities not self-sustaining 

• Phase out farmer groups = program dependence, not empowerment 

• Working-level fragmentation persists despite national coordination success 

• Strategy gap despite being “at core” = systematic capacity building lacking

• Smoking Gun Test Result:  PARTIAL



Alternative Explanations

Intentional Sequencing 
“Framework first, community implementation later” 

EUR 110M mobilized for follow-on work

Limitation: No post-2018 data to assess if it worked

Time Lag
Too early to assess (evaluation 2017, program ends 2018) 

Limitation: If true, why recommend urgent phase-out?

Scale Requirements
3.5M people, 13 provinces requires systems change 

Limitation: Doesn’t explain why exit strategy missing from design

Most Plausible: Intentional sequencing + missing locally-led indicators 
in success criteria



What Process Tracing Revealed
• Need to meaningfully define what success in adaptation means in each project to meaningfully 

evaluate these programs

• Achieved stated objectives (15/16) 

• BUT gaps in unstated dimensions (exit strategies, community ownership) 

• Programs achieve what’s measured, miss what’s not

• Objectives Aren’t Always Sound 

• ICMP assumed: National frameworks + investment → successful adaptation 

• Missing: How communities sustain activities post-program

• Traditional Evaluation Frameworks Create Blind Spots

• OECD-DAC can rate programs “very successful” while missing local, community-focused dimensions 

• Success is socially constructed—depends on who defines the criteria

• Certain design are embedded as locally-led, others are not, resulting in failure to achieve long-term 

results



Thank you!

Happy to take any 
questions

Contact me: Jenny Tran 
Jenny.Tran@anu.edu.au 
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