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Climate impacts and limits to adaptation
Climate change threatens the lives and livelihoods of 
billions across the planet. Even now, with less than 
1°C of warming above pre-industrial levels, the 
harvests of farmers and fisherpeoples are already 
being affected. Homes and communities are being 
destroyed by stronger and more frequent hurricanes 
and typhoons. 
Mitigation efforts by those responsible for climate 
pollution have been insufficient to slow the pace of 
warming and prevent these impacts. Insufficient miti-
gation by developed countries places a burden on 
peoples, communities, and developing country gov-
ernments to reorient their resources away from the 
most important priorities of sustainable development 
and poverty alleviation and towards adaptation to 
impacts of climate change. 
Yet, as the IPCC has warned in its fifth assessment 
report,1  there are also very real limits to adaptation. 
When rising seas inundate croplands, when the rains 
fail year after year, when ocean acidification destroys 
coral reefs and shellfish populations, there will be no 
possibility for adaptation.2  There is only loss.

Defining loss and damage
Decision 2/CP.19, which establishes the Warsaw 
International Mechanism for Loss and Damage, does 
not define loss and damage. Yet what is loss and 
damage is obvious to many people – the term refers 
to those impacts that are beyond adaptation – 
impacts that cannot be adapted to, either because 
adaptation resources are insufficient or because there 
is no possibility to adapt.
Obviously there are clear links between the amount of 
mitigation undertaken by those responsible for green-
house gas emissions; the amount of finance, technol-
ogy, and capacity that is provided for adaptation; and 
the levels of loss and damage that will result. These 

relationships between mitigation/adaptation/loss and 
damage are also important in both defining and 
assigning responsibility for loss and damage.
Recent decisions under the Convention on loss and 
damage (decisions 7/CP.17, 3/CP.18, and 2/CP.19) 
indicate the types of impacts and responses that fall 
within the boundaries of work on loss and damage 
as defined by Parties to the UNFCCC. Addressing 
slow onset impacts; non-economic losses and dam-
ages (e.g., of cultural resources, ecosystems); and 
impacts of climate change on migration, displacement 
and human mobility are all elements of the work 
ahead.
One of the most important first steps in addressing 
loss and damage, under the Convention and outside of 
it, is to assess loss and damage. For communities and 
impacted peoples, these first steps including mapping 
community resources and assets and measuring 
important baselines – of sea level, water resources, 
crop yields – so that when these resources are lost or 
damaged, claims for reparation, restitution, or com-
pensation might be made.
However climate change will also have intangible and 
unquantifiable impacts on peoples and their commu-
nities. What is the value of ancestral graves that are 
submerged underneath the ocean? How is it possible 
to compensate pastoralists for the loss of culture and 
livelihoods as the rains fail year after year and they 
must give up their stocks and leave their ancestral 
lands for good? Such losses go to the very core of 
who we are as people, our cultures and our histories 
as human beings on this planet. They are losses that 
can never be adequately compensated for.
What is clear is that developed countries are respon-
sible for such losses and damages because of their 
inaction and have both legal and moral responsibili-
ties to take care of those suffering from the impacts of 
their actions and inactions. The Warsaw Interna-
tional Mechanism for Loss and Damage can and 

Challenge in LIMA
should be used by both countries and communities 
to define clearly and tangibly how developed coun-
tries should fulfill those moral and legal responsi-
bilities, both through a compensation mechanism and 
other means for the reparation of damages.

Lima challenge: starting the process to 
operationalize the Warsaw International 
Mechanism for Loss and Damage
At COP20, under a joint SBI/SBSTA agenda item, 
Parties will have three tasks related to loss and 
damage: deciding the composition of and developing 
procedures for the Executive Committee of the 
Warsaw International Mechanism, and approving the 
first two-year workplan of the Executive Committee. 
Loss and damage should also feature prominently in 
the ADP negotiations, as there is a clear need to anchor 
the new Mechanism in the 2015 agreement.
However Lima is just the first step on a very important 
journey to make the Warsaw International Mechanism 
for Loss and Damage not just fully operational, but also 
to create a mechanism that is capable of fully address-
ing the needs of peoples and communities who are 
bearing the brunt of climate impacts and loss and 
damage.

1 IPCC WGII, chapter 16.
2  Sea level rise, desertification, and ocean acidification are among 
the slow onset events defined in COP decision 1/CP.16. Other 
slow onset events listed in the decision are: increasing tempera-
tures, glacial retreat and related impacts, salinization, land and 
forest degradation, and loss of biodiversity.

Composition and procedures
The SBI and SBSTA are to jointly consider the 
composition of and procedures for the Execu-
tive Committee of the Warsaw International 
Mechanism for Loss and Damage, with a view 
to finalizing the organization and governance of 
the Executive Committee.

The composition of the Executive Committee 
should be regionally based, with additional 
spots for LDCs and SIDS, similar to the com-
position of the Adaptation Committee.
Procedures should allow for active participa-
tion of impacted peoples and communities in 
the workings of the mechanism, through 
participation in subsidiary structures such as 
working groups and task forces, as well as in 
the meetings of the Executive Committee.

The two-year workplan 
The SBI and SBSTA will also consider the draft 
workplan of the Executive Committee for the 
implementations of the functions of the Mecha-
nism outlined in paragraph 5 of the Warsaw 
decision.
The cover decision adopting the workplan 
should clearly direct the Executive Committee 
to initiate processes that will begin to carry out 
the entire breadth of the functions established 
in paragraph 5. As a first step, the ExCom 
should fill in the gaps in the draft workplan 
related to means of implementation and the 
functions contained in paragraph 5(c) of the 
Warsaw decision.

Loss and damage in the ADP
Parties must anchor the Warsaw International 
Mechanism for Loss and Damage in the 2015 
agreement.

The Lima agenda on loss & damage


