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Barriers to Climate Change Adaptation
• “Barriers” are obstacles that arise in the process of 

developing adaptation strategies such as inadequate 
technical analysis, inadequate funding, lack of inter-
agency consensus about adaptation strategies, etc.

• Some barriers can be overcome through careful process 
design, creative management, greater effort, changes in 
understanding, consensus-building, etc.



Climate Change Impacts in Hawaii
• Sea level rise of 6” over the last century; estimates of 

about 1 ft. by 2050 and 3 feet by 2100
• Increased vulnerability chronic coastal erosion, flooding 

and drainage problems
• Groundwater intrusion leading to higher water tables and 

large-scale inundation in low-lying areas
• Saltwater intrusion into groundwater systems, wetlands, 

estuaries and coastal agriculture
• Probable changes in precipitation levels and patterns
• Probable increased exposure to extreme climate events
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Status of Climate Adaptation Efforts
• Numerous technical studies focusing on erosion, flooding, 

ground water intrusion and other impacts
• Numerous workshops, hearings and roundtables
• Legislative enactment of new “priority guidelines” 

incorporating climate change policy into Hawaii’s state 
plan

• Introduction of bills to address coastal erosion in county 
councils

• No other major legislative initiatives



Hawaii Climate Change Impact Analysis





ICAP Sea Level Rise Adaptation Tools 
Report



Conventional Image of Adaptation 
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Adaptation Strategy Development 
Barriers in Hawaii

• Uncertainty about timing, certainty and severity of 
particular climate change impacts

• Lack of confidence in some technical analysis
• Little community pressure to address potential impacts
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• Some fear of political costs of increased intervention
• Lack of agreement about types of needed options
• Lack of agreement about information needed for 

management of impacts
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• Lack of agreement about evaluative criteria
• Inadequate methods to compare options
• Uncertainty about capacities of key implementing 

institutions
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Strategies for Dissolving Barriers
• Joint fact-finding---stakeholders agree on an analytic 

process [or analysts] to address an empirical issue such 
as adaptation costs

• Collaborative planning--key stakeholders meet—often 
with convener/facilitator—to resolve barriers]

• Development of epistemic communities—networks of 
scientists, policy specialists, policy advocates and others

• Use of boundary organization[s]—scientists, technical 
experts, and policy specialists working together to 
translate technical analysis into forms usable by policy-
makers



Four Functions of Boundary 
Organizations
• Convening—bringing stakeholders together for face-to-

face contact to foster trust-building
• Translation—making technical information 

comprehensible for policy-makers and implementing 
organizations

• Collaboration—insuring co-operating organizations can be 
brought together for frank and transparent dialogue to 
create potentially effective working relationships

• Mediation—assure that various interests of stakeholders, 
information produces and users are fairly represented.

[Source: Tribbia and Moser, 2008]



Hawaii’s Center for Island Climate 
Adaptation and Policy
• Established at University of Hawaii in 2008
• Engages technical experts, legal experts and others to 

examine adaptation issues
• Conducts or coordinates technical, policy and legal 

research on climate change adaptation issues
• Convenes workshops of elected officials, agency staff, 

technical experts, legal experts and others to deliberate 
on climate adaptation issues

• Raises funds to support research, workshops, 
consultations 



Boundary Organization to Address 
Adaptation Barriers in Hawaii
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ICAP as Boundary Organization
• Generated funds to convene on-going meetings with state 

Office of Planning staff and planning department staff from 
each of four counties

• Met monthly over 14 month period  to exchange views 
about priority climate change impacts and possible 
adaptation options

• Led deliberations about technical, legal, political and other 
barriers to choosing and implementing adaptation options

• Conducted technical and legal research on issues 
identified by stakeholders

• Generated a major report, fact sheets and other 
information

• Continue to meet and deliberate



Addressing Adaptation Barriers

Barrier: Uncertainty about timing, certainty 
and severity of particular climate change 
impacts.

Barrier: Uncertainty about timing, certainty 
and severity of particular climate change 
impacts.
• Agreement: Focus on highly certain impacts 

including coastal erosion and flooding

Lack of confidence in some technical 
analysis.
Lack of confidence in some technical 
analysis.

• Agreement: Focus on impacts for which confidence 
in research is high including coastal erosion.



Addressing Adaptation Barriers/2

Barrier: Fear of political costs of 
increased intervention.
Barrier: Fear of political costs of 
increased intervention.
• Agreement: Technical staff meet with elected 

officials; emphasize costs of no action
• Agreement: Focus on “low regrets” options

Barrier: Lack of agreement about types 
of needed options.
Barrier: Lack of agreement about types 
of needed options.
• Agreement: Making primary adaptation emphasis 

on planning and other “low regrets” options.



Addressing Adaptation Barriers/3

Barrier: Little community pressure to 
address potential impacts.
Barrier: Little community pressure to 
address potential impacts.
• Agreement: Design and implement pilot 

community-level vulnerability assessments.

Lack of agreement about evaluative 
criteria.
Lack of agreement about evaluative 
criteria.
• Agreement: Focus on low cost, “no regrets” 

measures implemented by existing institutions.



Some Observations about Addressing 
Adaptation Barriers
• Take great care in identifying and getting consensus 

about barriers.
• Consider the utility of a “boundary organization” or other 

outside means to assist in addressing barriers.
• Develop trust by identifying and implementing “no 

regrets”, “low regrets”, reversible and other adaptation 
measures to address climate issues for which there is 
high quality technical data and agreement about issue 
immediacy.

• Implement through existing institutions. 
• Incorporate  group learning strategies into the 

implementation process
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