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Abstract
The paper evaluates the current climate change adaptation policies. Kyrgyz
Republic is signatory to all global climate agreements and is considered one of the
leaders in the development of adaptation actions. However, the analysis shows that
the adaptation programs suffer from lack of local context and local leadership.
More worryingly, the national adaptation plans fail to meet sustainable adaptation
criteria.
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Introduction
Climate change adaptation is „adjustment in natural or human systems in
response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects‟ (IPCC, 2007). The
knowledge on adaptation and climate change is growing. Pasgaard and Strange
(2013) found that the topic was researched in more than 15,000 scientific
publications from 197 countries.
Adaptation is also the major focus of the latest IPCC report and our knowledge
of the subject has advanced much since the first assessment report was published in
1990. One of the directions of discussion is the emphasis on the maintaining or
increasing the standard of living while preserving the environment. The climate
change is seen as a barrier for the economic growth and the development. So the
approach calculates by how much the GHG should be reduced to keep the current
levels of economic growth (Stern, 2007).
AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL ASIA, ACADEMIC REVIEW | 2014 | BISHKEK | Page | 5

Rahat Sabyrbekov / AUCA Academic Review 2 (15) (2014) 5-16

OCIAL

NATURAL
SCIENCES
SOCIAL SCIENCE

Under this approach the corresponding policy options and the technological
solutions are being developed. The proposed adaptation measures are derived in
accord with homo economicus principle. Impact assessments are popular to
estimate the damages and the adaptation costs. For example, Ackerman and
Stanton (2008) estimate the cost of the global warming will reach $1.9 trillion
annually by 2100. This approach was picked up by many development
organizations and the adaptation is enforced through the prism of the sustainable
environment (e.g. UN Adaptation Fund). This approach has critics too. Stiglitz
(2009) questions if the society “may also be confronted with false choices, seeing
trade-offs between output and environmental protection that don‟t exist.”
In recent years growing body of literature suggests that the adaptation has to be
considered in a broader socioeconomic context (O‟Brien 2011; O‟Brien and
Leichenko 2000; Adger et al. 2008; Moser and Ekstrom 2010). Plethora of
empirical studies reveal that the adaptation decisions are influenced by social
context and often may contradict to the rational expectations (Adger et al., 2008).
The other group of literature is represented by the behavioral scientists who see
climate change adaptation as the result of non-market factors, and hence cannot be
fitted into the standard economics models. They argue that the global warming
adaptation is a complex process that involves various actors with diverse
motivation (Gowdy, 2008). In their opinion, the standard approaches rarely provide
the required solutions and the explanatory power of behavioral science should be
used (Aaheim & Aasen, 2008).
In this paper I will attempt to review climate change adaptation in the Kyrgyz
Republic. Section two tells what the impacts of climate change in the country are.
Section three reviews the adaptation using main theoretical frameworks. Finally,
section four concludes and section five draws on policy implications.

Climate change in the Kyrgyz Republic: adaptation to what?
Countries vary in cultural and economic values in addition to the geographical
features. Therefore, global consensus is rarely achieved but climate change is one
of these rare cases. It has been widely accepted that climate change is real and the
immediate actions should be taken. The Vienna Convention and Montreal
Protocols on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer and United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) are UN conventions that
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have the highest number of ratified countries (UN, 2012). The Kyrgyz Republic is
party to the UNFCC and many regional agreements on climate change mitigation
and adaptation.
The country is located in Central Asia and its population is more than 5 million.
It is geographically diverse with the altitudes ranging from 400 meters to 7,500
meters above sea level and with its 85 % of the territory is above 1,500 meters.
National rural poverty rate of 40 % and large dependence on natural resources
make the country vulnerable to the climate change (NSCKR, 2011).
The Kyrgyz Republic faces significant and evident threats from climate change.
Fay et al. (2010) rank the country as the third most vulnerable country to climate
change in the Eastern Europe and Central Asia.

Figure 1. Vulnerability in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, (Fay, Block & Ebinger, 2010).

The meteorological observations show a clear pattern of increasing average
annual temperatures and growing climatic abnormalities. However, the country
level climate research is very limited and the available data is collected primarily
by the government agencies and international NGOs.
Major climate change consequences identified by the government are: 1) higher
temperatures, particularly in summer, 2) change in precipitation patterns, 3)
stronger winds, 4) more frequent and larger areas affected by droughts, 5)
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increased incidents of mudflows, river runoffs and other natural disasters
(Kyrgyzstan, 2009).

Figure 2. Growth of average annual temperature in Celsius (Kyrgyzstan, 2013).

To this date the Government of the Kyrgyz Republic produced the two climate
reports for the UNFCCC and developed the Climate Change Adaptation Strategy
till 2020. The strategy identified four sectors where the adaptation activities will be
implemented: water resources, agriculture, natural disasters and healthcare
(Kyrgyzstan, 2013).
Water resources
45 % of fresh water reserves of Central Asia are located in the glaciers of the
Kyrgyz Republic and it is hard to overestimate its importance for the livelihoods.
The melting rate of glaciers is alarming and under the various climate change
scenarios the glaciers mass could decrease by 20 % to 70 % (Savoskul &
Smakhtin, 2013). The melting of glaciers causes river runoffs, reduction of
biodiversity, threats for rural livelihoods and infrastructure such as hydropower
stations, communication and roads.
Government‟s adaptation measures include the irrigation improvement, the
infrastructure modernization and the enhancement of the water use efficiency.
Agriculture
Agriculture counts for 18% of GDP of the Kyrgyz Republic and half of the
population resides in rural areas. As in many countries Kyrgyz rural households are
the main risk group in climate change. Primary reason is the direct dependence on

AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL ASIA, ACADEMIC REVIEW | 2014 | BISHKEK | Page | 8

Rahat Sabyrbekov / AUCA Academic Review 2 (15) (2014) 5-16

OCIAL

NATURAL
SCIENCES
SOCIAL SCIENCE

natural capital and limited livelihood strategies. Climate volatility will cause major
disruptions to the agriculture and worsen the rural poverty (Mirzabaev, 2012).
The adaptation measures are introduction of drought-resistant crops, pasture
management and breeding enhancement.
Growing number of natural disasters
The Kyrgyz Republic experiences the growing number of natural disasters such
as droughts, river runoffs, mudslides, avalanches and glacier lake outbreaks. For
instance, changes precipitation patterns exacerbated the occurrence of mudflows
and floods that increased more than 50 % in 2008-2010 (SAEFP, 2012).
The adaptation includes improvement of monitoring and forecasting system,
early warning systems, infrastructure improvement, insurance system, institutional
enhancement.
Healthcare
The official reports and strategies underscore the negative effects of climate
change on human health. Increase of infectious diseases, cardiovascular illnesses
and cancer are mentioned as climate induced or exacerbated health issues in the
Second National Communication to the United Nation (Kyrgyzstan, 2009).
The adaptation activities are limited to monitoring and raising awareness among
population (Kyrgyzstan, 2013).

Review of climate change adaptation activities
Leadership
Research on climate change adaptation in the Kyrgyz Republic is driven mainly
by the state and NGOs. The research on autonomous adaptation is nascent (Ashley
& Ershova, 2012). The climate change literature is focused on planned adaption
practices and macro scenario modeling. The review shows that climate change
adaptation activities are developed by the government in the framework of the
international climate treaties. Two climate change reports and the adaptation
strategy was also written with the extensive support from the international
development agencies using experts.
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It is evident that the national development plans and activities do not include
climate-wise activities (Bizikova, Hove, & Jo-Ellen, 2011). This can be explained
by two factors. First, the influence of the international NGOs in the country has
been traditionally strong and this increases the willingness of Kyrgyz government
to participate in the environmental treaties (Dolšak, 2012). Thus, the country
ratified Kyoto protocol in 2003, while neighboring Tajikistan and Kazakhstan
joined only in 2008 and 2009 respectively.
The leading role of the development agencies in the adaptation discussion can
also be attributed to the fact that the state has the industrial growth as its priority
and the issues such as environment are rural livelihood are realm of the
international donor projects.
The second factor is that the government does not recognize climate change as
an immediate threat and sees no harm as long as its own agenda remains
untouched. Moreover, the government with its severe budget deficit treats the
international climate initiatives as another source of income. The adaptation
strategy clearly states that the climate change adaptation will contribute to
„systematization of external fundraising for development of national economy‟
(Kyrgyzstan, 2013).
One of the main barriers in planned adaptation is lack of or ineffective
leadership (Moser & Ekstrom, 2010). Despite existence of the official climate
change adaptation strategy the government failed to take the lead. There is a clear
willingness to follow the NGO guidance but no local ownership. The country
participates in ten regional climate related projects funded by the international or
bilateral partners but the government does not have single national initiative
(Bizikova et al., 2011). Awareness assessment of civil servants concerning climate
change performed by UNDP has revealed that less than 30 % have understanding
of the issue. One would be surprised at such low level of awareness in a country so
dependent on natural resources, 99% literacy rate and 50 universities.
Local context and knowledge
Interestingly, the 33 pages long the adaptation strategy mentions the words
„international community‟ and „international donors‟ 23 times, while „citizen‟ and
„household‟ only twice each. The adaptation plans fail to recognize individual
households as main actors. The local knowledge is important for the successful
adaptation and provides valuable information for the planned adaptation (Marin,
2010). Rural households already observe the consequences of climate change and
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their knowledge could make a large contribution to the national adaptation efforts
(Ashley & Ershova, 2012). Due to lack of the information the rural population
relate climate changes to short-term events such as assumed bomb tests in
neighboring China or regard the changes as cyclical (Ashley, 2014, personal
communication). In addition, the private adaptation could also provide public
goods and save government resources (Tompkins & Eakin, 2012).

Figure 3. Scheme of development climate change adaptation measures in the Kyrgyz Republic.

From the Figure 3 it can be seen that the climate change pressures can be
grouped into two streams based on the object: threats on household livelihoods and
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threats on public infrastructure. The process of development of the national
adaptation measures is driven by the experts and NGOs with support of the
international development agencies. The households are not involved into the
process.
As the result of this top-down approach the adaptation activities are rather
technical and focus on „outcome vulnerability‟ and disregard the „contextual
vulnerability‟ (O‟Brien, 2011). The proposed measures do not create new
livelihood strategies for the rural communities. For instance, introduction of
pasture management will not generate new opportunities for rural population and
the further expansion of the traditional pastoral agriculture can only exacerbate
risks and limit the available options.
Globalization and transformative change
Fall of the Soviet Union brought profound economic and social changes to the
Kyrgyz Republic that gave the access to world markets. The country was first in
the former Soviet Union to join the World Trade Organization in 1998 and today it
is one of the most open economies in the region. O‟Brien and Leichenko (2000)
introduced the analytical framework of „double exposure‟ that states that along
with climate change many developing countries also are experiencing
globalization.
Economic globalization had mixed effects on the country. One the one hand, it
diversified the income sources and gave growth to the exports for greener sectors
such as apparel, education and IT sectors. On the other hand, high prices in world
markets directed mining companies to exploit country‟s mineral resources. The
resource extraction has become the most important sector for foreign investment,
and it also diversified livelihood strategies of rural communities through creating
new jobs and reduction of reliance on natural resources. However, increased rate of
glacier melting and ecosystem degradation is often associated with bad mining
practices (Hilson & Murck, 2001).
Another remarkable phenomena brought by globalization is growth of
consumption by households. Globalization has altered consumption patterns and
hence changed the structure of the economy. In 1990s 70% of energy was
consumed by the industry and about 30% by households but today situation is
opposite. To address this energy pressure the government plans to launch new coal
power plant in 2016 and the energy sector accounts for 70% of GHG emissions in
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the country. The action is in major conflict with the announced climate change
adaptation strategy.

Figure 4. Energy use - kg of oil equivalent per capita in the Kyrgyz Republic (WB, 2014).

In this paper, I will avoid using term „consumerism‟ due to its „slippery, morally
charged‟ nature (Trentmann, 2009). I will use term „cultural globalization‟ to refer
to the lifestyle that is pursuant to the increase the consumption as indicator of
welfare, especially consumption of durable goods.

Figure 5. Import of cars to the Kyrgyz Republic, (Simoes & Hildalgo, 2011).

Due to the cultural globalization the purchase of cars, mobile phones, house
appliances and clothing grew at tremendous rates since 1990s in the Kyrgyz
Republic (NSCKR, 2012). Thus, cultural globalization exacerbated GHG emission

AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL ASIA, ACADEMIC REVIEW | 2014 | BISHKEK | Page | 13

Rahat Sabyrbekov / AUCA Academic Review 2 (15) (2014) 5-16

OCIAL

NATURAL
SCIENCES
SOCIAL SCIENCE

and failed „to transform‟ the society to meet the new environmental challenges.
The adaptation efforts are designed to accommodate the change and do not make
the structural adjustments that are needed for the transformation (O‟Brien, 2011).
As in many developing countries „GDP fetishism‟ prevails in the Kyrgyz Republic.

Conclusion
In this paper I reviewed the climate change adaptation in the Kyrgyz Republic.
Currently the research is concentrated on the study of climate change impacts such
as temperature, disasters and ecosystem changes. Another gap is lack of research
on private adaptation.
The adaptation measures are designed to address the climate change impacts and
as a result are dealing with outcome vulnerabilities. The proposed solutions are
mere technological adjustments to production practices and infrastructure
improvement.
Lack of leadership is evident. This is expressed through absence of local climate
initiatives and absence of households and individuals in the adaptation activities.
This also caused the negligence of local context and knowledge that could be
valuable asset to the adaptation strategy.
The results of the globalization are mixed. The positive outcomes include
switching to less polluting production and technology. However, the integration
into global market attracted mineral resource mining companies that create the
additional environmental risks.
The national adaptation plans do not meet „sustainable adaptation‟ criteria
developed by Eriksen et al (2011). In fact the proposed adaptation does not meet
all four principles for the successful climate adaptation. Overall, the climate
change adaptation in the Kyrgyz Republic is externally imposed and is mainly
about adjusting current practices through technological solutions while neglecting
community level participation. The adaptation efforts fail to recognize the
unsustainability of business as usual and see climate change as a barrier on the way
of economic development.
Policy implications
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The government should analyze climate change vulnerability on community
level to understand and reveal the interconnectedness of the household livelihoods
and climate variability.
The climate change adaptation should be integrated into the national
development policies. Particularly, the major changes should be made in social and
economic policies including transformation of the societal values related to the
environment and economic development.
The state should accept the responsibility and take the leadership for the
adaptation efforts that will bring the transformative changes.
The climate change awareness should be increased in rural and urban areas. The
knowledge diffusion should include climate change, green technologies, energy
efficiency, waste management and conscious consumption.
The macroeconomic policies should be designed to welcome new economics of
networking and technological innovation that is developed to pursue the
sustainable development goals. The practice of dirty or grey economics must be
recognized as a short-sighted and wasteful. The government cannot work towards
the sustainable development and have resource extraction as economic priority.
The changes in the national policy should have transformative impact and based
on the existing advanced expertise. The developing countries have unique
opportunity „to stand on giant‟s shoulders‟ and leapfrog to green economies
without sacrificing the environment.
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