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Abstract: The Paris Agreement reaffirms the important role of non-Party stakeholders in climate action. This article 

examines the outcomes of paradiplomatic action undertaken in the adoption and implementation of adaptation climate policies 

by subnational governments, introducing the Regions Adapt Initiative. The great differential in this project is that this was the 

first global initiative specifically focused on the theme adaptation. Over the past few decades, a number of initiatives have been 

implemented to mitigate climate change, but is necessary to go a bit further and take action to adapt to current and future 

conditions to ensure sustainable development. In some parts of the world the State has already demonstrated that they are not 

able to act effectively in this segment and this space has been occupied by subnational actors, who become important agents in 

international relations. While paradiplomacy influenced the adoption of the subnational climate change policies, the ensuing 

steps necessary for implementing this policy has a significant transnational engagement.  
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1. Introduction 

The 21st Conference of the Parties to the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 

resulted in the adoption of a Paris Agreement. The Paris 

Agreement reaffirms the important role of non-Party 

stakeholders in climate action. Climate change is a global 

issue, but its impacts are felt mostly on a regional and local 

scale. The challenge of addressing these impacts through 

adaptation requires not only the commitment of nation states, 

but a multi-stakeholder approach. Subnational governments, 

representatives from different sectors of the economy and 

members of the civil society participated in the Summit and 

in public demonstrations to demand immediate action. These 

stakeholders convened to influence national leaders in 

acknowledging the importance of engaging non-State actors 

in climate action. 

Certainly the Paris Agreement represented the main 

progress in the negotiations that have been established so far, 

with themes reaffirming multilateralism and replacing the 

Convention's only legal instrument, the Kyoto Protocol, 

which does not meet expectations of climate change. In sum, 

COP21's greatest contribution was to go further, focusing on 

reducing emissions, mitigating and advocating for adaptation 

actions, which were little explored in previous COPs, as well 

as the recognition of the role of subnational governments. In 

this way, the Agreement does indeed break new ground in 

international climate policy [1]. 

The interest of non-State actors in the outcomes of 

negotiations is another indication that the governance of 

climate change occurs simultaneously at multiple levels. 

Responses to the problem of climate change are formulated 

not only through intergovernmental, as well as by 

transnational and subnational processes. Transnational 

climate governance occurs when cities, companies, non-

governmental organisations (NGOs), and other sub- and non-

state actors coordinate across borders to govern climate 

change. Attempts to map transnational climate governance 
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have identified that between 60 and 75 transnational climate 

‘institutions’, ‘initiatives’ or ‘experiments’ introduced since 

the 1990s [2], [3], [4]. 

Subnational governments and networks of them acting 

transnationally to address climate change receive particular 

attention in the literature on transnational climate 

governance. The proliferation of voluntary subnational action 

during the past decade reveals the multiple levels – local, 

regional, national, transnational and global – involved in 

climate governance [5]. Moreover, the transnational action 

undertaken by subnational governments to address climate 

change can be understood as a form of paradiplomatic 

activity. In recent years the term paradiplomacy started being 

used to describe the international activities of subnational 

governments in the formation and implementation of climate 

policy [6], [7], [8]. 

Subnational governments have an important and strategic 

roles to play in addressing climate change and ensuring 

concrete results of adaptation actions, because have authority 

over key aspects of climate policy, including energy, 

transportation, and the build environment. 

As the overall global environmental quality has 

continually declined and for Banks [9]” with the scarcity of 

natural resources, it is very likely that only the strong or 

smart or both – or those who are protected by the strong or 

smart or both – are going to feel really comfortable”, climate 

policies issues can have a considerable influence, therefore is 

urgent to promote the initiatives that can support positively. 

This article contributes to the literature with an analysis of 

the interactions between transnational and subnational 

initiatives in the development of climate policies, in 

particular introducing the Regions Adapt initiative, a new 

global commitment to support and report efforts on 

adaptation at the state and regional level. 

2. The Literature of Paradiplomacy and 
Climate Change 

The transnational aspect of climate change governance has 

been the object of increasing academic attention. Studies on 

the international participation of sub- and non-state actors are 

found in the dominions of international relations [10], [11], 

[12], [13] international law [14], [15] and other social 

sciences such as sociology and geography [16], [17]. Thanks 

to this multidisciplinary approach, the literature covers 

diverse understandings of transnational climate governance. 

Globalization is a phenomenon that puts in crisis the 

theory of modern sovereignty, encouraging their 

reconfiguration, contributing to the magnitude of the 

problems being potentialized and it was a natural 

consequence for the emergence of paradiplomacy [18], [19], 

[20]. 

Alongside private actors, scholarship of transnational 

climate governance has paid particular attention to the 

participation of subnational governments in transnational 

climate governance. Researchers examine the emergence of 

regions, and networks of regions, like nrg4SD - Network of 

Regional Governments for Sustainable Development, acting 

transnationally to address climate change.  

In this case, the international activities of subnational 

governments in the formation and implementation of climate 

policy is described as a form of paradiplomacy. that covers a 

variety of formats and for Soldatos [21] it is the result of 

factors such as regionalization of the economy, the 

advancement of communications, democratization actions, 

among others. Keating [22] argues that paradiplomacy is 

inherently a pluralistic activity, with the involvement of 

several actors and dependent on the capacity of integration 

between them to achieve the objectives outlined. Rei et al. 

[23] suggest that environmental paradiplomacy is helping to 

establish the relevance of subnational governments’ 

participation in the governance of climate change. Abbott 

[24] suggests that transnational climate governance enables 

institutions and networks to penetrate national governments 

at multiple levels.  

3. The Nrg4sd and the Regions Adapt 
Initiative 

The Network of Regional Governments for Sustainable 

Development, nrg4SD is a global network that represents 

solely regional governments in the fields of climate change, 

biodiversity and sustainable development. It was established 

in 2002, at the World Summit in Johannesburg, and today has 

over 56 members from 28 countries in 4 continents. 

The main objectives of the network are: 

1. To promote sustainable development at the level of 

regional governments around the Globe. 

2. To act as the voice and representative of regional 

governments at global level in the field of sustainable 

development. 

3. To seek a wider recognition at international level of the 

importance of regional governments towards 

sustainable development. 

4. To contribute to the elaboration and implementation of 

responsible and ambitious territorial policies, actions, 

tools and resources, adapted to the regional level. 

5. To encourage expertise exchange, cooperation projects 

and partnerships among our members, as well as 

between them and other major international 

stakeholders. 

The participation of subnational governments has been 

growing in international relations and the creation of nrg4SD 

encourages the proposition of international discussions 

related to sustainable development. It is a form of 

environmental paradiplomacy that strengthens climate 

governance. For Bruyninckx et al [25], the differential of this 

network was to present "a North-South scope and a focus on 

United Nations agencies". Still in the nrg4sd context, the 

network acting as an umbrella has several initiatives under its 

support, among them the innovative Regions Adapt. 

According to the IPCC [26], adaptation to climate change 
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is a process of adjustment not only to the current climate but 

mainly to the future and its effects, therefore. "In human 

systems, adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm or 

exploit beneficial opportunities. In some natural systems, 

human intervention may facilitate adjustment to expected 

climate and its effects”, so the adaptation aims to promote the 

reduction of vulnerability through climate risk management. 

Without adaptation actions there is no way to deal with the 

climate impacts and for the adaptation to be successful it 

requires a systemic view with multiple actors, which all 

stakeholders, at different levels of government and is this 

case the exchange of experiences is essential so that together 

they can try to reverse possible catastrophes. 

Subnational governments play a fundamental role to 

enhance coordination and cooperation across all levels of 

governments [27] to improvement policy consistency, and to 

ensure concrete results of adaptation actions. In other words, 

subnational governments are a key nexus between national 

and local governments and can therefore be quite helpful 

when turning national strategies and policies to the local 

level. 

Because adaptation is typically described as location-

specific, recognized by the Paris Agreement considerations, 

adaptation strategies need to take into account the territories 

where adaptation challenges should be tackled. 

In this regard, regional governments can play a significant 

role [28]. They are key players on the ground to limit and 

efficiently tackle climate change, since 50% to 80% of 

adaptation and mitigation actions are or will be implemented 

at the regional or local level [29]. Therefore the Regions 

Adapt Initiative sheds light upon one of the great challenges 

of climate change: the issue of adaptation. 

Adaptation actions need political support and must be 

integrated with the sectoral policies that must consider the 

impacts of climate change in the planning process and which 

are often not developed due to the lack of scientific 

knowledge [30].  

Although practically all the continents are covered by the 

initiative, the total population of the participants presents a 

representation of around 2% of the world population; 

therefore, it can be observed that there is still much space for 

the initiative to grow with the increase of other sub-state and 

non-state actors. 

However, international support and collaboration for 

regional action on adaptation remains underexplored. While 

many subnational governments have already developed long-

term adaptation strategies and innovative solutions to 

increase climate resilience, a number of on-going limitations 

and challenges limit their ability to respond effectively. These 

include infrequent financial and human resources, lack of 

integration and coordination between levels of government, 

insufficient management practices, research and tools to 

monitor adaptation effectiveness, and, critically, the lack of 

medium to long-term adaptation planning [31]. 

In this scenario, emerges the Regions Adapt Initiative, a 

new global commitment to support and report efforts on 

adaptation at the state and regional level. On the initiation of 

Rio de Janeiro and Catalonia, this initiative purposes to 

establish a cooperative framework for regions - Australian 

Capital Territory (Australia), Azuay (Ecuador), Basque 

Country (Spain), British Columbia (Canada), California 

(USA), Catalonia (Spain), Ceará (Brazil), Fatick (Senegal), 

Goiás (Brazil), Gossas (Senegal), Jalisco (Mexico), 

KwaZulu-Natal (South Africa), Lombardia (Italy), Parana 

(Brazil), Prince Edward Island (Canada), Québec (Canada), 

Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), Rio Grande do Sul (Brazil), Saint 

Louis (Senegal), São Paulo (Brazil), South Australia 

(Australia), Sud-Comoé (Ivory Coast), Tocantins (Brazil), 

Tombouctou (Mali), Vermont (Canada), Wales (UK), 

Western Province (Sri Lanka) - to exchange experiences and 

best practices on their actions and challenges when adapting 

to climate change [32].  

By participating, state and regional government promise to 

collaborate, exchange knowledge and share best practice 

policy models that foster adaptation and resilience to climate 

change, pursuing multidimensional and innovative methods. 

This commitment includes adopting or reviewing plans on 

adaptation within two years, to implement an adaptation 

action in one of a series of thematic areas, as well as to report 

on the progress of the adaptation initiatives through the 

Compact of States and Regions platform. 

Recognizing that legal responsibility as well as technical 

and financial capacities varies usually among different 

jurisdictions, the participants of the Regions Adapt initiative 

commit to join efforts to improve the effectiveness of 

subnational governments in adapting to climate change. With 

this aspiration, the Participants express their intention to: 

1. Adopt a strategic approach to adaption and prioritize 

adaptation actions, e.g., through adopting or reviewing a 

regional plan or strategy on climate change adaptation within 

two years of joining the initiative; 

2. Take concrete action on adaptation in at least one of the 

key priority areas identified by the regions. These could 

include: water resources and management; resilience and 

disaster risk reduction; agriculture and zootechnics; forestry, 

protected areas and biodiversity; infrastructure (including 

transport and the energy sectors) and territorial planning; 

economic impacts and opportunities; social adaptation and 

impacts; 

3. Report data on the progress of the adaptation actions on 

an annual basis through the Compact of States and Regions 

reporting platform. As an international cooperation initiative, 

Regions Adapt aims to provide a framework to facilitate and 

support collaboration between state and regional 

governments and other relevant international partners, 

undertaking joint efforts based on solidarity principles. 

Nevertheless, with a view to the particular circumstances and 

capacities of each Participant, it is fundamental they have 

own specific plans tailored for their territorial priorities and 

reality. 

By joining the initiative, regional governments also 

commit to reporting data on the progress of the adaptation 

actions on an annual basis through the “risks and adaptation”. 

The concept of Regions Adapt is based on the principles of 
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synergy, building with other organizations; the initiative is 

supported by The Climate Group and open to any participant, 

at local or regional level, regardless of the level of policy for 

climate change.  

In fact, sharing their policies and programs, the 

participants encourage other governments to learn from their 

experiences, exchange ideas on further improvements and 

create common knowledge on how to adapt to a changing 

climate, in a network environment, dynamic and with an 

effective opportunity for participation and dialogue. 

In order to meet the objectives of the initiative, which is to 

promote cooperation and dissemination of knowledge, 

Working Groups were established, according to the seven 

areas considered as key priorities, being stimulated to explore 

one or more of the following themes: 

1. Modeling and evaluation of climatic impacts; 

2. Planning for adaptation to climate change; 

3. Construction of metrics and indicators; 

4. Financing and support to adapt to climate change; 

5. Adaptation of the state / region / province. 

Working with cross-cutting themes the initiative seeks 

synergy among working groups. The first four working 

groups were constituted in March 2016 and present the 

following topics: water resources and management; resilience 

and disaster risk reduction; agriculture and zootechnics; 

forestry, protected areas and biodiversity; economic impacts 

and opportunities. 

Considering that mitigation actions are much more costly 

than adaptation actions, especially in developing countries 

due to the scarcity of resources, adaptation actions need to be 

prioritized. In mitigation actions the risks are much greater 

and significant losses. In this way, the more knowledge, the 

greater the chances of success in combating climate change. 

Despite the efforts of many regional governments to 

overcome difficulties and implement new projects, the 

initiative is new, but begins to build a history that can be used 

by other regional governments, helping to speed up 

processes, reduce costs and avoid repeating mistakes in 

actions that have been previously implemented. It is clear 

that the specific characteristics and conditions of each region 

will always require a more critical analysis but have 

parameters of comparison to help managers in decision 

making for a more accurate evaluation. 

Subnational governments need to prepare for the impacts 

of climate change and one of the contributions of the Regions 

Adapt is to initiate the process by describing the level of risk 

and the timescale for its occurrence. The initiative have been 

presenting metrics for risk classification and expected 

timescales in terms of vulnerability climate change. 

Nowadays, although for some regional governments, 

adaptation is somehow an pratic already implemented, in 

order hand, some subnational states did not even begin to 

work on this subject, confirming the possibility of growth of 

the initiative. 

In the first report [33], all of the regional governments that 

reported through the Compact of States and Regions Platform 

said that the impacts of climate change present significant 

physical risks to their territories. This report – Regions Adapt 

2016 Report: An assessment of risks and actions - offers an 

overview of the different physical risks they are facing from 

climate change and how they are taking action to anticipate 

these impacts. It is stated in the report that "50% to 80% of 

adaptation and mitigation actions are or will be implemented 

at regional or local level". A relevant contribution of the 

report is the presentation of recommendations for the future, 

encouraging their implementation "before 2020 to take 

advantage of the Paris Agreement’s entry into force, 

considering regional governments the main agents to 

effectively combat climate change, the ten recommendations 

are: 

1. Carry out vulnerability assessments to understand 

physical, social and economic vulnerability to climate 

change and to identify adaptation measures. 

2. Develop a strategic approach to adaptation and 

prioritize adaptation actions. 

3. Take concrete action on adaptation in at least one of the 

key priority areas identified through RegionsAdapt. 

4. Foster citizen and community engagement in your 

region to develop and implement sustainable 

adaptation actions. 

5. Build lasting relationships with your regional industries 

to learn why adaptation matters to them. 

6. Engage your national government in dialogue to 

support the implementation of integrated National 

Adaptation Plans and policies. 

7. Integrate climate change and adaptation as a cross-

cutting topic in your sectoral policies. 

8. Exchange and learn from other regions worldwide. 

9. Mobilize finance for climate change adaptation from 

public and private sources. 

10. Report data on your adaptation actions on an annual 

basis and track your progress.  

Based on the aforementioned considerations, and the 

suggestions of Nayanananda Nilwala [34], climate adaptation 

is fundamental, emphasizing that the Regions Adapt initiative 

can preserve the biodiversity in its territories and help in the 

accomplishment of the SDGs related to the action plan of 

each region, with nine objectives (SDGs) can be directly 

related to the actions of the initiative. 

As described, the majority of the disclosing governments 

has already carried out a vulnerability assessment, or has one 

in progress. This indicates that regional governments are well 

aware of the need to prepare for the impacts of climate 

change, and this kind of assessment is the first step to 

identify their needs. 

The dissemination of the actions taken by the regional 

governments emphasize that the sharing of experiences can 

present possible solutions to be replicated. However, the 

evidence shows that only with adaptation actions will it not 

be possible to stop the climate change process, or often goes 

unrecognized, because only with a change in social behavior 

will we have a greater commitment and understanding of the 

situation. 

Finally, were highlighted in the Regions Adapt 2016 
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Report that climate change does not only physical but socio-

economic risks, especially in the underdeveloped countries 

that also face challenges in their own backyard, such as the 

scarcity of financial resources, that is the major problem.  

4. Conclusion 

Although adaptation has become a mainstream topic 

within the global regime on climate change, there still 

remains a gap between mitigation and adaptation that has yet 

to be fully surmounted. This is why the UNFCCC has 

constantly called for improved action on adaptation. 

Based on these circumstances, a collective understanding 

has developed – indicating that regional governments needed 

to take a global action on climate adaptation. 

By fulfilling the aforementioned gap, Regions Adapt 

became the first global initiative intended to inspire and 

support regional governments to take concrete action, 

collaborate and report efforts on climate change adaptation. 

Regional governments are encouraged to implement and 

develop the Initiative as soon as possible in order to 

collaborate with the Paris Agreement’s entry into force. 

After one year of the Regions Adapt initiative, with the 

first round of the reporting process on the progress of 

adaptation actions, it is inspiring to see the commitment that 

regional governments within the initiative are taking to 

address the issue of climate change adaptation. 
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