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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In November 2022, the federal government released Canada’s first National Adaptation 
Strategy—a major step toward a more coordinated and effective nationwide response 
to the devastating effects of climate change.
Toward a Safer and More Resilient Canada evaluates the draft National Adaptation Strategy and 
the accompanying Action Plan against the key elements the Canadian Climate Institute first 
proposed in May 2022. Those four key elements can be summarized as: clear priorities and goals 
based on greatest risks, concrete policy measures to achieve them, mechanisms for improved 
policy coordination and delivery, and a robust framework for monitoring and evaluating progress 
(Ness and Miller 2022). 

In considering each of these four elements, we offer a series of recommendations to ensure 
Canada’s first National Adaptation Strategy rises to the challenge of a warming and increasingly 
volatile climate. First, we recommend that the federal government clarify how the Strategy’s 
chosen priorities address the biggest climate risks Canada faces. Second, throughout the Strategy 
and Action Plan, the government should more closely connect the identified goals, objectives, 
targets, and actions. Third, the government should do more to address fundamental challenges of 
uncoordinated and fractured governance when it comes to adaptation, which have undermined 
effective adaptation action in Canada. Finally, the proposed monitoring and evaluation framework 
should be more closely aligned with the objectives and targets in the Strategy. Our assessment 
and recommendations are summarized in the following table.

Workers construct a dike to protect the Seabird Island First Nation from a rising slough that connects to the Fraser 
River, near Agassiz, B.C., on Monday, July 6, 2020. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Darryl Dyck

https://climateinstitute.ca/publications/closing-canadas-adaptation-gap/
https://climateinstitute.ca/publications/closing-canadas-adaptation-gap/
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Key element
What the draft 
Strategy does well

What should be 
improved Recommendations

1.  Clear priorities and 
goals based on an 
understanding of 
the greatest climate 
change risks Canada 
faces.

Establishes clear, high-
level, national priorities for 
adaptation.

Sets out quantitative, time-
bound targets for national 
progress.

The Strategy’s priorities 
are not mapped against 
Canada’s top risks.

The rationale for selecting 
the proposed targets is 
unclear.

1.  Identify the top risks 
the Strategy is intended 
to address.

2.  Explain how the goals 
and objectives will 
mitigate top risks.

3.  Regularly update 
assessments of top 
national climate risks to 
inform updates to the 
Strategy.

2.  Concrete policy 
measures and actions 
to achieve those goals.

The Action Plan sets out 
concrete federal actions to 
implement the Strategy.

How Action Plan actions 
will achieve Strategy 
objectives is unclear. 

The new Action Plan 
investments don’t do 
enough to close Canada’s 
adaptation gap.

4. Identify priority action 
areas in the Strategy to 
guide federal and other 
action plans.

5.  Confirm expanded 
government 
investment in 
adaptation beyond the 
Action Plan.

3.  Mechanisms for 
improved coordination 
of adaptation policy 
and action across 
federal government 
departments and 
between all orders of 
government.

Highlights the importance 
of effective governance 
in delivering on goals and 
objectives.

Clearly acknowledges 
and explains the federal 
government role in climate 
change adaptation.

Absence of new or 
improved approaches 
to improve policy 
coordination or 
mainstream adaptation 
considerations in 
decisions. 

Lack of clarity about 
next steps to consult 
and engage with 
Indigenous Peoples in 
implementation.

6.  Use whole-of-
government tools to 
enhance coordination 
and mainstreaming of 
adaptation.

7.  Provide additional detail 
about how federal-
provincial/territorial 
bilateral action plans 
will be developed and 
implemented.

8.  Provide greater clarity 
on steps to implement 
the Strategy and Action 
Plan in accordance 
with UNDRIP.

4.  A framework for 
tracking progress, 
enhancing 
accountability and 
continually improving 
the Strategy and the 
actions that it guides.

Outlines the beginnings 
of a national adaptation 
monitoring and evaluation 
system.

Commits to tracking both 
policy implementation and 
policy outcomes.

There is a disconnect 
between identified 
M&E indicators and the 
Strategy’s goals, objectives, 
and targets.

A five-year reporting cycle 
doesn’t allow for short-
term course correction.

Responsibility for 
monitoring and evaluation 
is not defined.

No detail is provided on 
how the initial monitoring 
framework will be 
expanded to cover the 
entire Strategy.

9.  Align the M&E 
indicators with the 
Strategy’s goals, 
objectives, and targets.

10.  Formalize the M&E 
system by designating 
responsible federal 
entities and defining 
a process for frequent 
and timely reporting.

11.  Provide further detail as 
to how the M&E system 
will be expanded 
over time to address 
the Strategy’s goals, 
objectives, and targets.
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INTRODUCTION
Canada’s first National Adaptation Strategy represents a major step toward a more coordinated 
and effective nationwide response to the devastating effects of climate change. Canada is now 
joining the ranks of countries around the world that have detailed national plans to protect 
people and communities from increasing climate damages, in addition to plans to reduce 
emissions and limit future warming.

The National Adaptation Strategy will be critical in building a resilient Canada. Historically, 
Canada’s approach to climate adaptation has been characterized by decentralized and 
uncoordinated efforts of different orders of government, the private sector, and civil society 
groups. These efforts have thus far been incommensurate with the worsening consequences of 
a warming climate: floods and wildfires, hurricanes and heat domes, droughts and disappearing 
permafrost. Without a major, nation-wide acceleration of adaptation measures, Canada’s 
adaptation gap—the gap between Canada’s steeply rising adaptation needs and the measures 
that have actually been implemented—will continue to grow, and the impacts of climate change 
will increasingly put lives and livelihoods at risk.

Canada’s adaptation gap is the result not just of inadequate effort and investment to date, but 
also a lack of coordination and prioritization. Adaptation measures have not focused consistently 
on the most important priorities, and at worst have been duplicative of or even at cross-purposes 
with other such measures. With the release of the draft National Adaptation Strategy, the federal 
government has signaled that it understands that this status quo cannot continue, that adaptation 
is a national priority, and that national-level leadership and coordination are required to start 
closing the gap.

Workers start to clean 
up the devastation 
left by hurricane 
Fiona in Burnt Island, 
Newfoundland on 
Wednesday September 
28, 2022. THE CANADIAN 

PRESS/Frank Gunn
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As the Canadian Climate Institute previously outlined in Closing Canada’s Adaptation Gap: 
Key elements of a National Adaptation Strategy, a robust national strategy must have four 
crucial elements. This assessment evaluates the draft National Adaptation Strategy against 
these elements. 

1. Clear priorities and goals based on an understanding of the greatest climate 
change risks Canada faces;

2. Concrete policy measures and actions to achieve those goals;

3. Mechanisms for improved policy coordination and delivery across federal 
government departments and between all orders of government; and

4. A robust framework for monitoring and evaluating progress in order to 
enhance accountability and ensure continued improvement.

The community of Apex, 
Nunavut, is seen from 
Iqaluit on Friday, Aug. 2, 
2019. Research has found 
that Arctic permafrost 
has warmed to the point 
where it now releases 
more carbon in winter 
than tundra plants 
can absorb during the 
summer. THE CANADIAN 

PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick

https://climateinstitute.ca/publications/closing-canadas-adaptation-gap/
https://climateinstitute.ca/publications/closing-canadas-adaptation-gap/
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ASSESSMENT 
This report evaluates the draft National Adaptation Strategy and the accompanying Action Plan 
against the key elements the Canadian Climate Institute first proposed in May 2022 in Closing 
Canada’s Adaptation Gap: Key elements of a National Adaptation Strategy: clear priorities 
and goals based on greatest risks, concrete policy measures to achieve them, mechanisms 
for improved policy coordination and delivery, and a robust framework for monitoring and 
evaluating progress (Ness and Miller 2022). In considering each of these four elements, we offer 
a series of recommendations to ensure Canada’s first National Adaptation Strategy rises to the 
challenge of a warming and increasingly volatile climate. 

KEY ELEMENT 1
Clear priorities and goals based on greatest risks
Climate change is impacting and will continue to impact Canada in many ways, some of which are 
more profoundly threatening than others. Up to now, Canada has lacked a strategic framework to 
focus adaptation actions and investments, leading to uncoordinated and ultimately inadequate 
work on too many fronts. In a review of government action on climate change across Canada 
in 2018, the Auditors General of Canada highlighted that adaptation actions were often “case 
by case or ad hoc” because governments had not comprehensively assessed climate change 
risks and therefore could not prioritize or assign resources to manage risks accordingly (Auditors 
General 2018). An effective national adaptation strategy assesses and prioritizes climate 
change risks and charts a course for governments, stakeholders, and rights holders toward 
a more resilient Canada. 

Smoke blankets the area 
as Ministry of Natural 
Resources firefighters 
work a boat at Flat 
Rapids Camp and Resort 
on the French River near 
Killarney, Ontario, on 
July 31, 2018. THE CANADIAN 

PRESS/Fred Thornhill

https://climateinstitute.ca/publications/closing-canadas-adaptation-gap/
https://climateinstitute.ca/publications/closing-canadas-adaptation-gap/
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What the draft National Adaptation Strategy does well
The draft National Adaptation Strategy establishes clear, high-level, national priorities 
for adaptation by identifying five “key systems” where governments and other actors should 
focus their effort and activity: disaster resilience, health and wellbeing, nature and biodiversity, 
infrastructure, and economy and workers. Within each of those key systems, the draft Strategy 
also develops a logic model outlining the collective progress in that system that must be achieved 
across Canada. It does this by identifying a long-term goal and multiple medium-term objectives 
that describe the state of climate change resilience that collective adaptation efforts across 
the country should achieve (see Figure 1 for an example drawn directly from the draft National 
Adaptation Strategy). 

Figure 1: 

Goals, objectives, and proposed targets for the Strategy’s infrastructure “key system”

Source: Government of Canada 2022a.

 GOAL All infrastructure systems in Canada are climate-resilient and undergo  
continuous adaptation to adjust for future impacts to deliver reliable, equitable,  

and sustainable services to all of society.

OBJECTIVES Technical standards 
have been updated or 
developed to embed 

climate change 
in all decisions to 

locate, plan, design, 
manage, adapt, 

operate, and maintain 
infrastructure 

systems across their 
lifecycle.

Public and private 
infrastructure 

decision making is 
informed by system-

wide assessments 
of, and planning for, 

climate change risks.

Infrastructure 
decisions prioritize 

benefits for 
marginalized 

populations and 
communities at 

highest risk of climate 
change impacts.

All new investments 
in infrastructure apply 
resilience criteria and 
adopt climate change 
guidance, standards, 

and future design 
data to maximize the 

long-term benefits 
of infrastructure 

outcomes.

PROPOSED 
TARGETS

By 2030, robust 
guidance, codes, 

and standards 
covering the top 
climate change 

risks for key public 
infrastructure 

systems are 
available to be 
adopted by all 
infrastructure 

decision makers.

By 2030, 80 per 
cent of public 
and municipal 

organizations have 
factored climate 

change adaptation 
into their decision-
making processes.

None proposed. Starting in 2024, 
resilience to climate 

change impacts 
is factored into 
all new federal 
infrastructure 

funding programs

1 2 3 4
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The draft National Adaptation Strategy also takes the important additional step of elucidating 
what must be accomplished within the short and medium term by setting out quantitative, 
time-bound targets for most objectives. These targets clarify the scale and direction of change 
the Strategy’s objectives demand, and create a quantitative basis for measuring progress. In 
combination, the draft Strategy’s building blocks—key systems, goals, objectives, and targets—
form the essential foundation of a national strategic framework for adaptation.

Areas for improvement
The draft National Adaptation Strategy does not explicitly align its identified priorities, goals, 
and objectives with Canada’s top climate change risks. Well-regarded national adaptation 
strategies and plans from other nations (including the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Germany, 
the Netherlands, and Finland) select their strategic priorities in response to the climate change 
risks those nations have assessed as most significant and urgent, and then describe how 
priority focus areas, goals, objectives, and actions will address these risks. In the absence of 
such a dedicated assessment, the federal government could synthesize a substantial existing 
knowledge base regarding climate change risks in Canada, such as the Council of Canadian 
Academies’ report Canada’s Top Climate Change Risks (2019). 

The rationale for selection of specific targets in the logic framework is also unclear. The process 
by which these targets are selected is extremely important, as they will have the effect of focusing 
activity on policies and actions that can hit them—potentially at the expense of other priorities 
for which targets are not included. For example, the sole target for the health and wellbeing 
objective, that “people are protected from urgent climate-related health risks such as extreme 
heat, infectious diseases, foodborne hazards and impacts to traditional foods, poor mental health 
outcomes and others” (page 22), is to “eliminate deaths from extreme heat by 2040” (page 48, 
Annex D). Targets are not provided for the other climate change health concerns noted in the 
objective. The final National Adaptation Strategy should be more transparent regarding how 
targets were selected, and, if necessary, the federal government should adjust the process for 
selecting targets to ensure that they focus activity toward appropriate priorities.

The draft Strategy’s building 
blocks—key systems, goals, 
objectives, and targets—form  
the essential foundation of a 
national strategic framework  
for adaptation.

Fire crews drop retardant near a forest fire burning northeast of the city in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, Monday, 
May 17, 2021. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Kayle Neis 

https://cca-reports.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Report-Canada-top-climate-change-risks.pdf
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Climate change risks are more than just climate change-driven events or 
hazards, such as hurricanes, wildfires, or flooding. A climate change risk 
exists where people and built, social, or environmental assets are exposed to 
climate hazards in ways that may cause adverse impacts (Reisinger et al. 2020). 
Exposure is often the result of societal choices that cause people and assets to 
be more or less exposed to current or future climate impacts, such as land use 
planning policies that allow development of flood-prone land. Vulnerability 
to climate change risk can be the result of societal choices that make people 
more likely to be negatively impacted by those exposures, such as systemic 
racism, ableism, or economic marginalization. These conditions cause affected 
individuals to have poorer health, less mobility, and unsafe housing, which 
makes them more sensitive to the health impacts of climate hazards such as 
heat—as demonstrated in the devastating 2021 British Columbia heat waves 
that killed 619 people, with deaths concentrated among the most vulnerable 
(Death Review Panel 2022). Climate hazards themselves are often exacerbated 
as a result of societal choices, such as by the paving over of land in urban areas 
that increases the speed and magnitude of flooding downstream. 

Assessing climate risks in terms of hazard, exposure, and vulnerability is 
essential for developing adaptation responses that address the social and 
structural context of risk, such as policies that prevent building in risky areas 
or that provide health services and supports to the people who need them 
most. Without this kind of thinking, governments and others can focus only 
on technical or “end-of-pipe” adaptation actions, such as building expensive 
infrastructure like dams and sea walls to protect buildings and roads in 
hazardous locations, when also mitigating the social and structural contributors 
to risk could make adaptation solutions more effective—and less expensive.

Defining climate risk

BOX 1

Rebecca Sutherland of Pequis First Nation, and Shaine Paul from Red Rose volunteer to sandbag a home at risk of 
flooding in Peguis First Nation, Manitoba, Wednesday, May 4, 2022. THE CANADIAN PRESS/David Lipnowski
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR KEY ELEMENT 1
To clarify that the National Adaptation Strategy is focused on Canada’s top climate change risks, 
the federal government should:

1. Identify the climate change risks that the Strategy and accompanying action plans are 
intended to address. The Strategy should justify inclusions and exclusions with reference 
to the existing knowledge regarding the most significant national-level risks, including 
Canada’s Top Climate Change Risks, and provincial, territorial, and sectoral climate 
change risk assessments. The hazards, exposures, and vulnerabilities comprising each 
risk should be clearly defined.

2. Explain how the goals, objectives, and targets associated with the five “key systems” will 
guide action that will address Canada’s top climate change risks. This should include a 
mapping of each top risk to specific key systems, goals, objectives, and targets, and a 
clear rationale for the selection of specific targets. 

3. Commit to undertaking updated assessments of priority national climate change risks 
in advance of future updates, to ensure that Canada’s National Adaptation Strategy is 
continuously informed by an evolving and up-to-date understanding of risk. This should 
include a commitment to standardizing risk assessment processes in Canada so that 
assessments by provincial and territorial governments and other actors can be easily 
synthesized and compared over time.

https://cca-reports.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Report-Canada-top-climate-change-risks.pdf 
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KEY ELEMENT 2
Concrete policy measures to achieve goals 
As the Auditors General highlighted in their assessment (2018), Canada’s adaptation gap is in large 
part the result of federal, provincial, and territorial governments providing inadequate levels of 
effort and investment in adaptation, and failing to coordinate and prioritize their actions. In addition 
to providing a framework to focus the adaptation activities of governments and other actors, the 
National Adaptation Strategy—and the more detailed plans that accompany it—should outline 
concrete policies and actions that can be implemented beginning immediately to achieve its 
goals, objectives, and targets. An effective national adaptation strategy moves away from ad hoc 
responses that might miss important issues, or be redundant or contradictory, by identifying 
the most important actions to move climate adaptation forward. 

What the draft National Adaptation Strategy and federal Adaptation Action Plan do well
The Government of Canada Adaptation Action Plan sets out actions the government will 
take to help implement the National Adaptation Strategy, including several important 
new investments. The Action Plan includes several new or enhanced programs and funding 
commitments in key areas including wildfire prevention and risk reduction, flood mapping, 
adaptation to extreme heat, accelerating building code updates for climate resilience, climate 
science, and significant new resources to support adaptation by municipalities and other owners 
of critical infrastructure. The Plan also inventories all federal adaptation actions, which “provides 
partners and stakeholders with a clear view of how their efforts will be complemented or supported 
by federal initiatives” (page vi)—very valuable information for other orders of government and 
other actors as Canada moves into an era of focused and coordinated adaptation action under 
the National Adaptation Strategy.

This two-storey home 
(left) in the Kitsilano 
neighbourhood of 
Vancouver may blend 
with its neighbours, 
but its thick, insulated 
walls, solar panels, 
heat pump, and highly 
efficient windows mean 
it’s a home built for a 
warming world. October 
3, 2022. THE CANADIAN 

PRESS/David Lipnowski
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Areas for improvement
The Government of Canada Action Plan does not explain how the policies and programs 
it outlines will contribute to achieving the goals, objectives, and targets of the National 
Adaptation Strategy. While the Plan maps each current or proposed federal government action to 
one or more of the National Adaptation Strategy objectives, there is no rationale provided for why 
the actions are believed to be the most important and effective ones that the federal government 
can take to further those objectives. This highlights a gap in the draft Strategy’s logic model—that 
it does not identify the most important types and areas of action that are required to achieve the 
goals and objectives. For example, an objective of the health and wellbeing key system in the draft 
Strategy, against which most of the health-related actions in the Action Plan are mapped, states: 
“people are protected from urgent climate-related health risks such as extreme heat, infectious 
diseases, foodborne hazards and impacts to traditional foods, poor mental health outcomes, and 
others” (page 22). While this is clearly a critical objective, no further detail is provided in the draft 
Strategy as to which of the myriad actions and interventions that are potentially relevant to this 
objective should be prioritized and implemented. Additional detail in the final National Adaptation 
Strategy on the types of actions required to achieve the goals, objectives, and targets would create 
much-needed clarity.

The scale of new action and investment proposed in the Action Plan is inadequate to address 
the growing national adaptation shortfall. As the new funding in the Action Plan will be spread 
across timelines as long as 10 years, the $1.6 billion announced represents only about a $200 million 
average annual increase in the federal government’s investment in climate change adaptation. 
Furthermore, when considering that many of the existing programs listed in the Action Plan will 
run out of allocated funding in the next few years, total federal government funding for adaptation 
could actually be lower in 2023 than it was in 2022 unless additional commitments are made.

Work crews clear Erie Shore Drive along the lake near Chatham, Ontario on Friday, August 30, 2019. The area flooded 
after a storm sent the lake over many of the break walls. THE CANADIAN PRESS/ Geoff Robins
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To put the scale of necessary support into context, the Federation of Canadian Municipalities 
estimates that municipalities alone require upwards of $5 billion annually to adapt and prepare 
their communities (Federation of Canadian Municipalities and Insurance Bureau of Canada 2020). 
The Canadian Climate Institute estimates that the cost of climate change to GDP in 2025 absent 
adaptation action will be $25 billion annually, and up to $100 billion annually by mid-century 
(Sawyer et al. 2022). And the impacts of British Columbia disasters in 2021 alone are estimated 
to have cost the provincial and national economies between $10 and $17 billion respectively (Lee 
and Parfitt 2022). 

While the federal government cannot be expected to shoulder the financial burden of nationwide 
adaptation alone, the proposed scale of federal investment in the Action Plan is not yet aligned with 
the scale of the problem. Minister Guilbeault notes in the foreword that the Action Plan should be 
considered a “down payment,” but no detail is provided regarding how additional federal funding 
and resources will be allocated to priorities that are not addressed in the current Action Plan. The 
draft National Adaptation Strategy indicates that action plans will outline priority action for the 
next five years (page 6) and suggests that these will be updated according to the five-year National 
Adaptation Strategy renewal cycle (page 33, Figure 10)—which does not reflect the inevitable need 
for much more action and investment by the federal government within this period.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR KEY ELEMENT 2
To ensure that the policies and programs in the Government of Canada Adaptation Action Plan 
and additional future actions are effective in implementing the National Adaptation Strategy, the 
federal government should:

4. Explicitly identify the priority areas of action that are required to achieve the goals, objectives, 
and targets for each “key system” in the National Adaptation Strategy, drawing on the advice 
of the Expert Advisory Tables and other stakeholders and rights holders consulted during 
the development of the Strategy. It should map the existing and proposed new policies 
and programs in the Government of Canada Action Plan to these priority action areas. 
The federal government should also ensure that future updates to the Action Plan, 
the forthcoming federal-provincial/territorial bilateral action plans, and future federal 
actions are consistent with these priority action areas. 

5. Confirm in the Action Plan that the government will continually expand its investment in 
adaptation beyond the amounts currently listed in the Plan, in keeping with the scale of 
Canada’s adaptation needs. This includes renewing important programs for which funding 
is currently due to expire, when appropriate, as well as deploying new investments to 
support new policies and actions as required.
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KEY ELEMENT 3
Mechanisms for improved policy coordination and delivery
Adaptation action in Canada thus far has been marked by governance challenges, as efforts both 
within and across different orders of government have been relatively uncoordinated and ad hoc. 
These governance challenges have contributed to a lack of collective focus on key adaptation 
priorities, redundant or conflicting policies and actions, a failure to integrate adaptation broadly 
into government decision making, and a paucity of mechanisms to track progress and create 
accountability for governments (Henstra 2022). As a result, adaptation progress in Canada has 
been both inefficient and inadequate (Auditors General 2018). Governing adaptation at a national 
scale has been difficult for many other countries around the world (Hammill et al. 2021), but the 
challenge is particularly pronounced in Canada’s federated system of government with its complex 
distribution of power and responsibility between federal and provincial, territorial, and Indigenous 
governments. An effective national adaptation strategy includes clear guidance and outlines 
specific mechanisms for improved adaptation governance, both across federal departments 
and across different orders of government. 

What the draft National Adaptation Strategy does well
The draft National Adaptation Strategy highlights the importance of effective governance to 
deliver on its goals and objectives. In part, it does this by including governance and leadership as 
a foundational element with its own cross-cutting objectives (page 31–32). In addition, the federal 
government acknowledges in the Strategy that adaptation efforts in Canada to date have been 
disjointed and have resulted in inadequate outcomes, and that it must play a leadership role in 
resolving these shortcomings. 

The draft Strategy speaks to the importance of policy mainstreaming—the practice of integrating 
adaptation considerations across government decisions and functions. It commits the federal 
government to “mainstream adaptation considerations in broader policies and programming, 
including through strengthening of governance mechanisms within and between governments 
and sectors” (page 34). The Action Plan also includes important actions like implementing the 
Integrated Climate Lens to assess the “adaptation and mitigation implications of government 
policies, programs and initiatives”—an important step toward policy mainstreaming (page 73).

The federal government clearly acknowledges and explains its role, and the role of others, 
in climate change adaptation. The government signals in both the draft National Adaptation 
Strategy and in the Action Plan that it is prepared to take action on matters of exclusive federal 
jurisdiction as well as to collaborate with other governments, stakeholders, and rights holders as 
required in areas of joint responsibility or outside of the federal mandate. Furthermore, the draft 
Strategy recognizes the need to engage Indigenous Peoples as rights holders and to support self-
determined actions, acknowledges the importance of moving forward in accordance with the 
standards set out in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), 
and commits to co-leadership of the Indigenous Climate Leadership initiative. 
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Areas for improvement
While sending the right signals about improving adaptation governance, the draft National 
Adaptation Strategy stops short of outlining a plan to do so. The federal government 
acknowledges that adaptation governance in Canada needs to improve, but the draft 
Strategy does not propose new structures and mechanisms to effectively coordinate and 
mainstream adaptation. Despite the stated commitment in the Strategy to improve adaptation 
mainstreaming and strengthen governance mechanisms within the federal government (page 
34), the Integrated Climate Lens and Greening Government Strategy (Action Plan, page 73) 
alone will not be adequate, and stronger tools will need to be employed (see Box 2, “Tools for 
mainstreaming and coordinating adaptation policy”). Similarly, the Strategy provides little clarity 
on how coordination between government departments and different orders of government 
will actually be improved, beyond a brief statement of commitment to develop bilateral action 
plans with the provinces and territories.

Construction crews 
work on the Port Lands 
renewal project in 
Toronto on Tuesday 
June 1, 2021. THE CANADIAN 

PRESS/Frank Gunn
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Tools for mainstreaming and 
coordinating adaptation policy  
in the federal government
In the Climate Institute scoping paper A Whole-of-Government Approach 
to Climate Adaptation, Dr. Daniel Henstra presents new tools that the 
federal government could deploy to internally codify expectations, facilitate 
implementation, and enhance accountability for achieving adaptation 
objectives. For example, the federal government could legislate adaptation 
objectives and requirements to update the National Adaptation Strategy, to 
develop and update federal and bilateral action plans, and to report on progress 
on a regular cycle. This is similar to what is done in other countries (Government 
of Canada 2021; Government of the United Kingdom 2008; Government of 
New Zealand 2019; Government of Japan 2018) and what has begun to be 
done in some provinces (Government of British Columbia 2019; Government of 
Nova Scotia 2021). It is also analogous to the accountability and transparency 
framework for reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the Canadian Net-Zero 
Emissions Accountability Act. In addition, the government could establish a 
central adaptation policy unit connected to a central agency, such as the Privy 
Council Office or Treasury Board Secretariat, to institutionalize cooperation 
on adaptation priorities across different departments and monitor policy 
mainstreaming. It could also issue a central policy directive that would send 
the message that adaptation is a pan-governmental priority and encourage 
the development of adaptation expertise across all government departments. 
For more information, see Henstra 2022.

BOX 2

Firefighters work in an area where a controlled burn was conducted along a fire break to keep the Shovel Lake 
fire from reaching the Nadleh Whut’en First Nation in Fort Fraser, British Columbia, on Thursday August 23, 2018. 
THE CANADIAN PRESS/Darryl Dyck

https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/A-whole-of-government-approach-to-climate-adaptation.pdf
https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/A-whole-of-government-approach-to-climate-adaptation.pdf
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The language in the draft National Adaptation Strategy is unclear with respect to the federal 
government’s commitment to consult and engage with Indigenous Peoples. While the federal 
government acknowledges in the draft Strategy the need to uphold Indigenous rights and proceed 
in accordance with UNDRIP (pages 17; 31-32), the document is unclear on what specific steps the 
government will take to do so. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR KEY ELEMENT 3
To effectively coordinate adaptation action across federal departments and other orders of 
government in order to deliver on the priorities, goals, and objectives of the National Adaptation 
Strategy, the federal government should: 

6. Create mechanisms within the federal government to clarify roles and responsibilities, 
improve coordination, mainstream adaptation in decision making, and establish accountability 
for National Adaptation Strategy progress. Specifically, the federal government should 
consider establishing a central adaptation policy unit and issuing a central policy 
directive that establishes adaptation as a government-wide policy priority. The 
government could also consider other measures, for example legislating requirements 
for objective setting, regular updates, action plans, and progress reports.

7. Provide additional detail on how governments will develop and implement the proposed 
federal-provincial/territorial bilateral adaptation action plans, including arrangements for 
coordinating implementation and funding with provincial and territorial governments, 
and securing joint accountability.

8. Provide greater clarity on what specific steps the federal government will take to implement 
the strategy and action plan in accordance with the principles of UNDRIP.
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KEY ELEMENT 4 
A robust framework for monitoring and evaluating progress 
Most advanced national adaptation strategies and plans around the world include monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) systems (Lesnikowski and Leiter 2022). M&E systems are essential for tracking 
whether the policies and actions resulting from national strategies are delivering on their goals 
and objectives. This tracking has two key purposes: First, it generates data and information that 
can help make governments accountable for delivering on national adaptation strategies and 
plans. Second, an effective M&E system can help policymakers to understand the effects of their 
decisions and improve policies—and the national adaptation plans and strategies themselves—in 
response to lessons learned. An effective national adaptation strategy includes a monitoring and 
evaluation system to track adaptation actions and their outcomes and facilitate continuous 
improvements in the strategy. 

A robust national adaptation strategy M&E system should measure both whether policies are 
being implemented, and also whether those policies are actually reducing climate change risks 
and impacts. This requires clear targets and indicators of adaptation progress and of climate 
change resilience that address the full scope of the Strategy’s goals and objectives. In addition, 
effective M&E systems require a strong mandate from governments, ideally provided through 
legislation. Global experience indicates that a legislated mandate for monitoring and reporting 
enhances the durability of M&E systems and buy-in across government departments and 
agencies (Lesnikowski and Leiter 2022).

A guard rail was 
damaged by powerful 
waves that drove 
rocks on shore in Cow 
Bay, Nova Scotia on 
Saturday, Sept. 7, 2019. 
A report filed with the 
Nova Scotia Utility and 
Review Board says 
post-tropical storm 
Dorian’s $38.9 million 
in damage was, at the 
time, the highest in the 
history of Nova Scotia 
Power. THE CANADIAN 

PRESS/Andrew Vaughan



TOWARD A SAFER AND MORE RESILIENT CANADA 20

What the draft National Adaptation Strategy does well
First and foremost, the draft Strategy takes the obvious but important step of getting started: 
it outlines the beginnings of a national M&E system as part of the strategy itself, rather than 
simply committing to one and leaving all of the details to be developed later. The draft Strategy 
highlights that monitoring and evaluation is a “critical part” of adaptation (page 49), signaling that 
M&E is integral to the National Adaptation Strategy and not just an administrative tracking tool. 
And while the proposed M&E framework is limited and incomplete, the federal government has 
committed in the Strategy to ongoing improvement of the framework over time.

The draft Strategy also states that the framework will include process and output indicators to 
measure whether actions are being implemented, as well as outcome indicators that measure 
Canada’s climate change resilience and adaptation success. Such a mix is consistent with 
international best practice (Lesnikowski and Leiter 2022), driving accountability for implementation 
while also supporting a process of continuous learning that will improve adaptation policies and 
actions over time. In addition, the chosen indicators apply data already being collected by the 
federal government for other purposes, allowing the government to begin tracking progress 
immediately using existing methods. 

The draft Strategy starts to create a clear, measurable basis the M&E system can use to monitor 
progress. It sets concrete, quantitative targets that define the desired direction and scale of 
progress with respect to some of the objectives in the strategy, which is essential to be able to 
measure whether those objectives are being achieved. 

Areas for improvement
The draft Strategy fails to connect the proposed initial set of indicators for the M&E framework 
to its own goals, objectives, and targets. While there are benefits of getting started immediately 
on monitoring by choosing indicators that can be measured using data that is already collected 
by Statistics Canada and other federal government entities, those indicators do not intuitively 
align with the Strategy’s goals and objectives, and no explanation of the alignment is provided. 
Furthermore, none of the proposed M&E indicators align directly with the quantitative targets 
in the draft Strategy, despite the fact that the latter have been crafted specifically to permit 
measurement of adaptation progress. 

The proposed five-year reporting cycle is too long to allow for course corrections that may 
be necessary as the National Adaptation Strategy is implemented. A five-year cycle may be 
appropriate for more comprehensive progress reporting that encompasses policy outcomes, 
as it takes time for policy to have its intended effect, but output indicators can and should be 
tracked and reported on a shorter time scale. In addition to allowing for timely course corrections 
where necessary, shorter reporting cycles would also create greater transparency for the public 
(Lesnikowski and Leiter 2022). 
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The draft Strategy does not describe how the federal government will actually execute the 
M&E framework. It does not assign clear responsibility to specific departments or agencies for 
conducting monitoring, aggregating the data, evaluating and reporting progress, and using the 
information to improve subsequent federal adaptation actions or updates to the strategy. And 
no formal legal mandate has been proposed to commit the federal government to monitoring, 
evaluating, and reporting on progress, which makes the M&E system vulnerable to lapsing or 
becoming outdated when there is a change in government or an update to the strategy (Ness 
and Miller 2022).

Finally, the draft Strategy does not clarify how and when the proposed initial M&E system 
will be improved to comprehensively address the Strategy’s goals, objectives, and targets, 
and which departments or agencies will bear responsibility for this work. Addressing this gap 
is important to ensure that the government does not inadvertently get locked into the current 
set of limited indicators despite its stated commitment to update the system—including adding 
more indicators—going forward. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR KEY ELEMENT 4
To build an M&E framework that can effectively track progress against the goals and objectives 
of the National Adaptation Strategy and allow for enhanced policy learning and accountability, 
the federal government should:

9. Align the Strategy’s M&E framework with its logic framework. Every indicator in the M&E 
framework should be clearly linked to the priorities, goals, and objectives for each “key 
system” in the Strategy. Each of the proposed targets should have an indicator in the 
M&E system, even if data cannot yet be collected. 

10. Formalize monitoring and evaluation by designating responsible federal government entities 
and by defining a process for frequent and timely progress reporting. The reporting process 
should include longer cycles of detailed, comprehensive reporting as well as more 
frequent reporting that facilitates important short-term course corrections. These 
responsibilities and evaluation and reporting timelines will be most effective if they are 
legally binding (further to recommendation 6).

11. Provide further detail in the National Adaptation Strategy as to how the M&E system will 
be improved and expanded over time to comprehensively address all of the Strategy’s 
goals, objectives, and targets, including specifying federal departments or agencies 
that will be responsible and timelines for completing this expansion. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
The draft National Adaptation Strategy takes significant strides forward in tackling the key barriers 
to effective adaptation policy in Canada and creating a foundation for more ambitious and strategic 
action. As such, it marks a potential turning point in Canada’s efforts to protect people and their 
livelihoods from the impacts of a rapidly changing climate. What remains to be done now, in 
finalizing the Strategy, is for the federal government to add greater detail and clarity in key areas, 
and to tie these elements together to build a more cohesive framework for action. In particular, 
the federal government should clarify how the strategy’s chosen priorities address the biggest 
climate risks Canada faces, and more closely connect the objectives and targets with both the 
actions that flow from them and with the framework for measuring progress. 

Key element
What the draft 
Strategy does well

What should be 
improved Recommendations

1.  Clear priorities and 
goals based on an 
understanding of 
the greatest climate 
change risks Canada 
faces.

Establishes clear, high-
level, national priorities for 
adaptation.

Sets out quantitative, time-
bound targets for national 
progress.

The Strategy’s priorities 
are not mapped against 
Canada’s top risks.

The rationale for selecting 
the proposed targets is 
unclear.

1.  Identify the top risks 
the Strategy is intended 
to address.

2.  Explain how the goals 
and objectives will 
mitigate top risks.

3.  Regularly update 
assessments of top 
national climate risks to 
inform updates to the 
Strategy.

2.  Concrete policy 
measures and actions 
to achieve those goals.

The Action Plan sets out 
concrete federal actions to 
implement the Strategy.

How Action Plan actions 
will achieve Strategy 
objectives is unclear. 

The new Action Plan 
investments don’t do 
enough to close Canada’s 
adaptation gap.

4. Identify priority action 
areas in the Strategy to 
guide federal and other 
action plans.

5.  Confirm expanded 
government 
investment in 
adaptation beyond the 
Action Plan.

St Jean Baptiste, Manitoba, which runs along highway 75, is protected against Red River flooding by a dike south of 
Winnipeg, Sunday, May 15, 2022. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods
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Key element
What the draft 
Strategy does well

What should be 
improved Recommendations

3.  Mechanisms for 
improved coordination 
of adaptation policy 
and action across 
federal government 
departments and 
between all orders of 
government.

Highlights the importance 
of effective governance 
in delivering on goals and 
objectives.

Clearly acknowledges 
and explains the federal 
government role in climate 
change adaptation.

Absence of new or 
improved approaches 
to improve policy 
coordination or 
mainstream adaptation 
considerations in 
decisions. 

Lack of clarity about 
next steps to consult 
and engage with 
Indigenous Peoples in 
implementation.

6.  Use whole-of-
government tools to 
enhance coordination 
and mainstreaming of 
adaptation.

7.  Provide additional detail 
about how federal-
provincial/territorial 
bilateral action plans 
will be developed and 
implemented.

8.  Provide greater clarity 
on steps to implement 
the Strategy and Action 
Plan in accordance 
with UNDRIP.

4.  A framework for 
tracking progress, 
enhancing 
accountability and 
continually improving 
the Strategy and the 
actions that it guides.

Outlines the beginnings 
of a national adaptation 
monitoring and evaluation 
system.

Commits to tracking both 
policy implementation and 
policy outcomes.

There is a disconnect 
between identified 
M&E indicators and the 
Strategy’s goals, objectives, 
and targets.

A five-year reporting cycle 
doesn’t allow for short-
term course correction.

Responsibility for 
monitoring and evaluation 
is not defined.

No detail is provided on 
how the initial monitoring 
framework will be 
expanded to cover the 
entire Strategy.

9.  Align the M&E 
indicators with the 
Strategy’s goals, 
objectives, and targets.

10.  Formalize the M&E 
system by designating 
responsible federal 
entities and defining 
a process for frequent 
and timely reporting.

11.  Provide further detail as 
to how the M&E system 
will be expanded 
over time to address 
the Strategy’s goals, 
objectives, and targets.
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