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Introduction
The passage of Pakistan’s National Climate Change 
Policy in 2012, after many years of negotiation, was 
an important step in the government’s efforts to 
acknowledge the country’s climate fragility and the 
complex efforts that will be needed to move toward 
a more confident and stable climate future.1 As its 
preface clearly states, “Pakistan is among the countries 
most vulnerable to climate change and it has very low 
technical and financial capacity to adapt to its adverse 
impact” – a message echoed by Prime Minister Mian 
Nawaz Sharif at the Paris climate summit at the end 
of 2015.2 The 2013 National Disaster Risk Reduction 
Policy is more specific, citing Pakistan’s  “geo-physical 
conditions, climatic extremes and high degrees of 
exposure and vulnerability.”3

The underlying meaning of Pakistan’s climate change 
communications is consistent and accurate: the 
conditions that have caused global climate change have 
largely come from elsewhere, Pakistan is not (yet) able 
to respond to the challenges posed by climate change, 
and by implication, the resources – human, financial, 
and material – needed to prepare are strikingly 
absent. Indeed, most states of the global south are 
experiencing significant impacts from a seemingly 
overwhelming phenomenon that they have not directly 
caused. In addition, location and terrain already make 
Pakistan susceptible to the vagaries of – and previous 
inadequate responses to – earthquakes, monsoons, 
floods, and droughts. Changing climate exacerbates 
these conditions. Climate change may have originated 
elsewhere; it now belongs to everyone.

These documents depict a thought-provoking future: 
they describe current and future shortages of food and 
water, heat-borne illnesses, and conflicts among people 
and provinces (and by unspoken extension, across 
national borders) about producing and distributing 
goods and services – impacts that sounds like a 
contemporary list of seemingly ancient plagues.4  But this 
story is incomplete.  Accounts of climate vulnerability 
that focus primarily on physical phenomena (floods 
and droughts) or direct policy effects (food security 
and disease) can give the impression that the state, 
its people and its habitat are victims of forces beyond 

their ken and, in a sense, responsibility. Moreover, 
such descriptions of climate change impacts alternately 
conflate and create a disjunction between causes and 
effects, trends and impacts. These insecurities are 
territorial, physical, and tangible, without a doubt. They 
are also – and perhaps primarily – the result of policy 
choices that created current problems, and continue to 
do so even as the state is meant to confront, ameliorate, 
or alter climate trends.  

Every state has been, and continues to be, an important 
actor in creating the conditions that now compose its 
climate vulnerability. What is often not recognized or 
acknowledged, even implicitly, is that these choices and 
the reasons for them are, and can be, vulnerabilities 
themselves. Understanding them is essential to crafting 
the state’s future decisions about its resources and 
capacities, the execution of its policies, its willingness 
and ability to adapt to new conditions, and overall, its 
sense of itself and its place in the world.  Governance 
– literally the politics of economy and the economics 
of politics – can be a form of vulnerability, as it can 
under other circumstances be a form of strength. In 
Pakistan, the underlying and often unstated influence 
on its approach to climate change is its challenging 
governance; it is also an important, although often 
unstated, narrative in the state’s efforts to develop its 
climate-adaptive capacities.5

Many of the conditions that are most palpably 
related to present-day climate change conditions 
in Pakistan result from either choices that pre-
date the independent state or conditioned post-
independence policies. British irrigation practices 
and agricultural policies, preferential tax policies 
for agriculturalists and landowners, unrestrained 
urbanization, policy practices in arenas as disparate 
as forestry and water management, and bureaucratic 
and military recruitment are all rooted in colonial 
policies and post-colonial politics. At the same time, 
the modern Pakistan state has, not surprisingly and 
not exceptionally, embraced governance practices that 
have empowered individuals and institutions whose 
interests – personal, corporate, short- and long-term – 
have often dictated policies. Partly as a result of these 
decisions and, crucially, the ways they have been made 
and implemented, Pakistan has come later than some 
of its neighbors (and other similarly situated states) 
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to the politically, economically, and developmentally 
charged problems of climate change. Indeed, in the 
judgment of some parliamentarians, it has yet to act 
seriously or consistently. As one commentator noted 
after the 2015 Paris climate summit, “Pakistan’s 
challenges as a developing country in this context are 
not unique...Despite the risks it faces from climate 
change, Pakistan’s lack of ownership and acceptance of 
the problem probably is.”6

What has caused this seeming tentativeness? There 
are many possible reasons, and all of them ring 
true to a degree. Pakistan’s domestic and foreign 
engagements comprise a long agenda that at any one 
moment can overwhelm its capacities and attention. 
Its commitments to conflicts in its neighborhood have 
been fiscally, militarily, and political costly for seven 
decades. And not unusually in the developing world, 
the state’s capacity to assist those earliest affected by 
climate change is constrained by the political economy 
of poverty and the paucity of means to combat its 
effects. 

Despite improvements from earlier years, in 2014, 
Pakistan was ranked 147th among the 188 states 
evaluated in the UN Human Development Report – above 
average among countries counted as low-development, 
below average for South Asia. More important, almost 
46% of the population is ranked as multi-dimensionally 
poor – a measurement that includes the palpable, 
pervasive and deeply linked problems of low income, 
health, education and basic living conditions, as well 
as the familiar disenfranchisement of the poor.7 These 
statistics represent some of the accrued failures of 
politics and state policy; they therefore also highlight 
the tasks that now confront a state, society and polity 
that must confront the intricacies of a climate change 
agenda that it has helped to set, but cannot completely 

control. In the language of the 2012 Climate Change 
Policy, poor people in less developed countries “are 
more vulnerable because of their high dependence on 
natural resources, their limited technical capacity and 
insufficient financial resources to cope with climatic 
extremes.”  

Pakistan’s challenges in these arenas run deeper than the 
simple repetition of misinterpreted, under-resourced, 
or ineffective plans. The state and the politics that 
have anchored it for almost seventy years reinforce a 
governance environment that now makes its encounter 
with climate change both deeper and broader – and 
potentially more threatening – than current policies, 
practices, and resources can ameliorate. As a result, 
many characteristics of its governance – from 
frequently divisive politics to disjointedly implemented 
policies – reflect the state’s vulnerabilities generally and 
climate-related vulnerabilities more specifically. The 
confluence of these two imperatives – governing the 
state well and governing constructively to tackle climate 
change – presents a double challenge to a state that has 
faced considerable governance difficulties in the past. 
The result has not been inaction as much as delayed 
response, less by conscious deliberation than by the 
accumulated and often unspoken political habits that 
reinforce a traditional security-oriented, bureaucratic 
state that is not yet equipped to confront the future it 
has both inherited and created.  

As the Overseas Development Institute notes, 
Pakistan’s relatively weak capacity to respond to the 
corrosive effects of poverty on political development 
and its as-yet weak capacity to prepare for and respond 
to disasters places it among a category of countries 
with high poverty and high hazard risks; its disaster 
response management and adaptive capacity suggest a 
high likelihood of long-term impacts of disasters.8 

This is the reason that vulnerability – as used or implied 
in state policy – is so important. As the UN has noted on 
many occasions, vulnerability “is essentially a measure 
of what might happen in the future.”9 In states like 
Pakistan, where confronting the present is complicated 
enough, it often seems simplest for government to 
isolate specific threats and try to respond to them. 
This is the logic behind Pakistan’s adaptation-oriented 
climate change policy. It is worth asking, however, 

2           RESEARCH BRIEF NO. 3

The confluence of these two imperatives 
– governing the state well and 
governing constructively to tackle 
climate change – presents a double 
challenge to a state that has faced 
considerable governance difficulties in 
the past. 



whether the structure of the state is, or reflects, an acute 
vulnerability in itself; what that vulnerability is and 
how it relates to the state’s understanding of adaptation; 
and what both mean for Pakistan’s climate future.

Climate Insecurity: The Legacy of 
the Security-Oriented State
Pakistan’s national security identity has been carefully 
curated for seven decades.10 Its logics of governance 
have often been directed toward countering – and some 
will argue, creating – domestic and foreign threats in 
ways that reinforce the military’s primacy through 
the complex relationships of economic, social, and 
political classes. Seventy years on – after two wars with 
India, a searing civil war that led to the independence 
of Bangladesh, and seemingly perpetual clashes along 
the Indian and Afghan borders – Pakistan’s politics has 
refined its deep domestic political and economic fissures 
even as it tries to heal its many wounds. The internal 
clashes over its politics and governing ideologies, as 
well as terrorism and territory, are a component of its 
global and regional diplomatic alliances and enmities, 
its proxy wars, and disputes between the state and a 
myriad of non-state actors. Its political psychology is 
both combat ready and understandably war weary: it is 
a state that often interprets sovereignty militarily, and 
politics as disputatiously nationalist. 

As a result – in processes long-documented by 
scholars, political parties, the media, and observers 
near and far – patronage and power have combined 
indirectly to frame the state in ways that often 
challenge constitutional precept, participatory politics, 
and economic opportunity. Almost every sphere of 
government policy – taxation and budgets, industrial 
and agricultural subsidies, federalism and elections, 
judicial practice and the rule of law, the intersections 
of religious practice and political philosophy, cyclical 
military rule, when and how to prepare for war and 
fight its fights – is grounded by past choices about 
who governs, how those leaders govern, and how they 
understand what security means for the country. The 
business of preparing for war has also turned some 
aspects of governing into the pursuit of profit, whether 
institutionally (civilian and/or military), by ethnicity 
and province, by class and profession and belief, or 

occasionally by all of these factors. 
And yet, looming food and water insecurities have 
thus far informed Pakistan’s recent approach to 
climate vulnerability in limited ways. Only relatively 
recently has the state apparatus – both civilian and 
military – taken seriously the impacts that changing 
climate has had, and will have, on the state’s capacity 
to sustain itself.11 Pakistan is surely not the only state 
to have lingered on the sidelines of climate debates. But 
Pakistan is a country where rising temperatures, erratic 
monsoons, dangerous floods, and treacherous droughts 
have already compromised human safety and ecological 
sustainability. The familiarity of these phenomena may 
have blunted the impetus to fix their causes or adapt to 
a new environment. Scarce resources to prepare for a 
different national future can turn a policy environment 
into alarming politics. To understand that this itself is 
a vulnerability that needs fixing requires an additional 
political step that has yet to be taken.

Climate security in a national security state like 
Pakistan therefore presents a complex problem. For 
some, it means taking on issues of climate change as 
a specific item on a familiar national security agenda. 
However limited this might seem, it is nonetheless a 
process that requires rethinking what national security 
can mean in a climate-challenged region where borders 
do not separate climate effects, but politics do. In this 
environment, the armaments of traditional security 
establishments are useless, but customarily budgets 
and alliances and security precepts are organized 
around such arsenals. In this sense, Pakistan’s climate 
vulnerability can be understood as an artifact of its 
long-harbored foreign policy insecurities and wars: its 
costly wars, meant to foster safety, are not appropriate 
in the face of threats to the state that do not respond to 
bombs and bullets.

For others in Pakistan, therefore, a changing climate 
provides the needed impetus for relocating the conditions 
under which conflicts for power and authority will be 
waged – that is, repairing vulnerabilities by changing 
the state itself. To call this ambitious is to understate 
the obvious: the constituencies that support the state’s 
traditional security policies have long dominated 
Pakistan’s politics as much as its strategic community; 
the state itself is organized around a refined and 
pervasive security ideology. It is therefore incomplete 
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to site the state’s climate vulnerability simply in security 
policy; it belongs in the ever-evolving structure of the 
state as whole.12 

Pakistan’s centralized yet idiosyncratically federal state 
places military authority and foreign policy at the 
center, but responsibility for taxation, representation, 
political participation, and policy implementation is 
now located in the provinces. The current version of 
its combined devolutionary and decentralized state – a 
product of the 18th constitutional amendment passed 
in 2010 after forty years of political debate – has created 
at least a temporary disjunction between those with 
responsibility for addressing a problem and those 
with the authority to do so, particularly in matters of 
economic and social policy, and climate policy. 

This is articulated in three ways. First, a significant 
portion of climate policy is located in provincial 
ministries that have yet to fully coordinate principles, 
priorities, plans, policies, or standards among 
themselves or with the center – and these are not 
necessarily undertaken in tandem with its large 
urban governments. The short-term result of this 
constitutional experiment localizes decisions and 
empowers long-ignored constituencies. While 
decentralized responsibility is meant to be responsive 
to constituency politics, however, the policy subjects 
that are decentralized are fundamentally national 
(and international) in scope, cause, effect, and policy. 
The clashing imperatives of Pakistan’s politics and its 
climate security apparatus may be understood, at least 
in the short term, as a vulnerability that can impede 
the state’s search for security or as a nascent asset that 
can strengthen local compliance with national policy.

Second, and closely related, inter-provincial disputes on 
matters as fundamental as sharing water and building 
dams are long and politically contentious. For the most 

part, the Indus Water Treaty has handled cross-border 
water disputes relatively well, even at times when 
political-security rhetoric is inflamed. However, the 
conflicted history of domestic dam building as a water 
policy measure in Pakistan runs deep13 and forms a 
critical intersection between national, provincial, local, 
and ethnically based politics; mediation and resolution 
have been incomplete and ineffective. Even the federal 
Committee on Common Interests, perhaps the only 
potential adjudicatory mechanism, has yet to find a 
durable role to play in resolving conflicts that are so 
fundamental to climate-related challenges. 

Third, it is possible that climate security is likely to 
be vested in the military due to its primary roles in 
long-standing contentious and often violent relations 
with Afghanistan and India, in disaster mitigation, in 
response in times of peril, and as a responder of first and 
last resort. Its authority and power, however, are both a 
central responsibility and an institutional prerogative, 
and therefore do not easily fit into a decentralized 
governance model for climate change.

A security state at once central and devolved, civil 
and military, intra-provincial in interests and inter-
provincial by necessity – even if only minimally tested 
since 2010 – can be both asset and vulnerability in 
relation to climate change. If climate change is treated 
as a security threat, however, then the Pakistan state 
may well assume, at least implicitly, that Pakistan’s 
climate vulnerability is part of a specific, traditional 
security agenda that needs to be expanded. Whether 
intentionally or not, this can act as a driver for 
altering governance practices – although the path this 
would take is not apparent. Such assumptions would 
nonetheless be consistent with state practice, if limited 
by past experience. But there are additional and equally 
profound ways that climate change figures in the ways 
that Pakistan conceives of its present conditions and 
conceives of its opportunities.  

Climate Vulnerability: The Legacy 
of the Bureaucratic State
Almost every official description of climate vulnerability 
in Pakistan focuses on the impacts of climate change 
rather than the elements of the state that make its people 

4          RESEARCH BRIEF NO. 3

A security state — at once central and 
devolved, civil and military, intra-
provincial in interests and inter-
provincial by necessity — can be both 
asset and vulnerability in relation to 
climate change.



– and by extension, the state itself – vulnerable to it. 
From extreme weather events and glacial melt to rising 
temperatures, salinity and sea levels; food and water 
insecurity, spreading diseases, and potential intra-state 
and inter-state conflict: these are conventional, and 
arguably insufficient, descriptions of what vulnerability 
is and can mean in a climate-vulnerable state. In fact, 
Pakistan’s climate status and governance trajectories 
demonstrate the breadth of the concept of vulnerability 
and its importance in recognizing the depth of policy 
and practice needed to confront it.

For Pakistan, constitutional governance has been 
difficult, inconsistent, often weak, and even more 
often contested: long periods of non-constitutional 
and unelected government have interrupted efforts to 
consolidate democracy. The state’s internal contests 
have been reflected in the on-again, off-again promise of 
constitutional rule, counter-promises of military rule, 
and the disappointments of both. Governments come 
and go, constitutions come and go, and policies come 
and go – and public skepticism about the institutions 
of government and the instruments of the state inform 
politics as often as the written rules of engagement.  

The resulting bureaucratic state has as often had to take 
direction from the military as from civilian leaders, 
reinforcing not only the state’s security orientation, 
but also three additional patterns of its bureaucracy 
and politics: decades of practices based on expedience 
rather than (often inaccessible) principle; the necessary 
learned instincts of patronage, even among the most 
earnest and honest of institutions; and the need to parse 
public policy agendas among existing institutions, 
departments, and sources of funding (foreign and 
domestic) rather than holistically. Absent consistent, 
overarching direction (albeit in a relatively new field), 
policies related to climate change – whether or not they 
are labeled as such – have therefore been sliced and 
diced among federal, provincial, and local departments 
of environment, water, housing, internal security, and 
disaster management. Political fragmentation has 
created a self-reifying bureaucratic fragmentation that 
disperses rather than concentrates national response to 
climate change. At the same time, the slow passage of 
climate change legislation has given the courts only the 
weakest justifications for ensuring that policy is enacted 
consistently with the law and the Constitution.14 

Do such practices in themselves constitute a kind of 
vulnerability? Not necessarily, but possibly. Not only 
does policy vacillate between the language of security 
and the language of development, but observers have 
noted that Pakistan’s climate change agenda – even 
now, several years after a national policy was adopted 
– has tended to revert to familiar development and 
sectoral categories – environment, water, forestry, 
housing – that elude the internally complex nature of 
climate change phenomena and their consequences for 
the country’s future. Taken separately, they undermine 
a clear understanding of critical relationships within 
the complex phenomenon of climate change that differ 
fundamentally from simple cross-sectoral programs. In 
this very familiar sense, responsible state institutions 
fit square pegs into round holes in order to find a way 
to accomplish their goals. The phenomena of climate 
change and climate security, however, recognize neither 
pegs nor holes.

In addition, policy of almost any sort is exceptionally 
vulnerable to political conditions that fall outside the 
purview of the institutions meant to oversee it.  Two 
examples help to illustrate different aspects of this 
problem. First, national forestry policy argues for 
substantial and careful investments in conservation 
and planting to limit the effects of climate change – at 
the same time that there has been massive deforestation 
from both public actors (who engage in what is 
described as “infrastructural investment”) and private 
actors (occasionally described as “forest mafias”). Those 
who write and oversee policy can challenge neither the 
public nor the private sectors (and the latter are in effect 
protected by the state).15 As a result, science is separated 
from policy, ecology from politics, and implementation 
from oversight, even as the bureaucracy continues to 
generate climate-sensitive policy.  

Second and similarly, local ordinances in coastal 
municipalities prohibit building in sensitive 
environments to conserve scarce land, preserve seawall 
barriers in the face of rising sea levels, and maintain 
access for fishing communities. City authorities are 
in no position to counter private builders whose 
relationships with politicians and institutions overtake 
their responsibilities, particularly under conditions 
of frequent political and patronage changes.16 And 
when other national priorities take precedence – for 
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example, the building of the Gwadar port (contracted 
to the Government of China) on the Balochistan coast 
– local laws protecting resident communities, labor 
rights, and endangered habitats can be easily ignored. 
The very people and habitats that the law is meant to 
protect are undercut by the bureaucracy’s relationship 
to power in a particular place, at a particular time. It 
is easy to credit some of these practices to corruption, 
but that is only a symptom of the encompassing 
environment. Competent and responsive governance 
is essential to craft and protect any national policy; 
given the challenges of navigating internal complexities 
of climate change, this is a policy arena that demands 
organization and vigilance.  

Additionally, Pakistan’s engagement with climate 
change policy has evolved through its earlier, valuable 
experiments with environmental policy and sustainable 
development – initiatives that, like climate change, 
drew their impetus from the international community. 
Formulating and implementing these policies has been 
a long exercise, for reasons of budget and scale as much 
as concept.17 But the assumption that global goals will 
provide context and impetus for governance reform – at 
a time when other overriding priorities, including (and 
possibly most important) climate change, are vastly 
under-resourced and politically under-emphasized – 
can create complicated and contradictory requirements 
for the state.  

Under the best of circumstances, treaty obligations 
should and can provide a foundation for national 
policy. Under conditions of evolving decentralization 
and devolution, the question of who is responsible for 
fulfilling those obligations remains at least partially 

open, as do the questions of how to reconcile competing 
provincial priorities, experience, and capacities, and 
how and where the federal government sets policy 
goals. In all these senses, the Pakistan state remains a 
work in progress.

Third, the structural vulnerabilities of Pakistan’s 
bureaucratic state find a particular focus in the 
competing priorities of the security state, and both are 
challenged by the complexities of climate change. Not 
only are policies understandably tested by changing 
climatic circumstances – and in some arenas, like 
water, it is rare to find a policy at all – and not only 
are the state’s capacities stretched thin as it attempts 
to capture the range of problems it will continue to 
face, but the politics behind the state’s encounter with 
climate change may have increased the vulnerability of 
the state as a whole. 

One recent review of national disaster vulnerability 
noted, for example, that no vulnerability assessments 
of Karachi had been completed.18 That the largest 
urban center in the country – a multi-ethnic, politically 
complex coastal megacity of almost 25 million that 
remains the country’s largest income generator, and 
whose location is exposed to every hazard included 
on the climate change menu – has gone for years 
without disaster planning should be a rebuke to the 
state. But Karachi, like most cities in Pakistan, has at 
times gone for years without a government because 
the laws governing local bodies are generally revoked 
each time a new central government is voted into office; 
its contentious politics builds on the uncertainties 
engendered by this vacuum. 

The legacies of the security-bureaucratic state come 
together in relation to their different interpretations 
of climate-related vulnerabilities. This is, in part, an 
additional question of priorities: with a state organized 
primarily around traditional notions of security, the 
unfamiliar, changing, and at the same time, emergent 
insecurities of climate change have yet to find a clear 
place. The state therefore structures what vulnerability 
means, and becomes an element of that vulnerability. 
Balancing the old and the new is more than a wish – it 
is absolutely critical to sorting out what kind of state 
can survive in these new environments.  
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Vulnerability in Policy
The global terminology of climate change policy 
is centered around four closely related terms: 
vulnerability, resilience, adaptation, and mitigation. 
Pakistan has to a large extent removed itself from the 
business of mitigation, leaving this agenda to wealthier, 
northern states that it deems responsible for causing 
global warming. Its climate policy also shies away 
from the vague vocabulary of resilience19 in favor of 
a policy framing language of adaptation as a means 
and end: “In view of Pakistan’s high vulnerability to 
the adverse impacts of climate change, in particular 
extreme events, adaptation effort is the focus of 
this policy document.” In conditions of structured 
decentralization and, separately, geographically and 
ideologically fragmented politics, adaptation lends 
itself to discrete measures that can fit within existing 
governance arrangements. 

By focusing on the adverse impacts of climate change 
as distinct domestic threats to be managed – primarily 
physical threats, as well as current and anticipated 
difficulties sharing water, food, and energy – the 2012 
policy seems to suggest that disaggregated problems 
can be fixed technically, with the hope that collectively 
these efforts can then limit the breadth and severity of 
climate impacts on the state. Adaptation is the key: low 
capacity to adapt to adverse impacts effectively anchors 
the policy around low development capabilities – 
which includes a low capacity to manage risks, whether 
as disasters or as the hazard risks of high numbers of 
people living in severe poverty – without specifically 
discussing the pervasive effects of poverty on politics, 
economics, and a governance discourse of prevention.  

Most of the 2012 policy therefore reinforces the state’s 
general development goals rather than structural 
vulnerabilities in the society, polity, economy, or 
regional relationships. In this rendering, climate 
change is a problem to be encountered, not a problem 
to be solved. It could be argued that this modest 
approach to climate change purposefully limits the 
responsibility of the state; more likely, it recognizes the 
current limits of state – that is, adaptation – capacity to 
handle a quintessential complex emergency. The policy 
acknowledges that ‘capacity building’ and ‘institutional 

strengthening’ is, or should be, a state priority in the 
limited sense of understanding climate change science, 
but does not delve more deeply into what this could 
mean beyond more ministries, committees, and 
specialists.  

Epistemologically, adaptation follows vulnerability; 
politically, Pakistan’s emphasis on adaptive capacity 
guides its implied understanding of vulnerability.  
In so doing, and by limiting the scope and nature 
of the problem, however, the policy seems to elide 
the problems of governing. According to Pakistan’s 
latest national foray into planning, Pakistan 2025, 
the “looming threat” of climate change is “an adverse 
exogenous development,” but the document also states 
that “governance is the central pivot which underpins 
realization of key national objectives.”20 It may ask 
too much of visioning policy to connect all the dots 
between good governance and climate adaptation. 

The earlier 2013 framework for implementing 
the 2012 Climate Change Policy, however, took a 
significantly more concrete step by noting that “on a 
broader canvas…climate vulnerability and its direct 
impact on the social economic conditions of its 
population transcends onto broader issues of security 
and governance at the regional and global levels.”21 
Although this statement is cross-border in intent, and 
thus ignores domestic governance, it does help to link 
the inheritances of security and bureaucracy.

Should this policy or its successors help lead the state 
further toward a diagnosis of its as yet undiscovered 

In conditions of structured 
decentralization and, separately, 
geographically and ideologically 
fragmented politics, a narrow focus 
on adaptation lends itself to discrete 
measures that can fit within existing 
governance arrangements….This 
recognizes the current limits of 
state capacity to handle a complex 
emergency, but avoids key discussions.



capacities – anticipating the future, in the language of 
vulnerability – then the enormous challenge of climate 
change could prompt a more thorough internal critique 
of vulnerability, adaptation, and the state’s response to 
climate change. This, of course, is speculation – for 
which we need to know far more than we do now about 
the capacity of developing states to transform within an 
international environment that is changing at a rapid 
pace.  
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INTRODUCTION
Due in large part to high population densities along 
rivers and low-elevation coastal zones, Asian countries 
have among the highest numbers of people exposed 
to the impacts of climate-related hazards and, thus, 
at greatest risk of mass death. Floods, droughts, and 
storms have always tested civilian governments and 
international humanitarian aid agencies. However, 
climate change threatens to make the problem worse 
by increasing the intensity and possibly the frequency 
of climate-related hazards.2 
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