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Abstract 

Non-economic losses may be some of the most important values, yet they can pose challenges for measurement 

and may go unnoticed or unaddressed by policy. Discussions about loss and damage are really a discussion about 

value-and there are at least three different kinds of value: use value (measured relatively well by economic means), 

indirect use value (which sustains societal functions but which are not necessarily valued in economic terms), and 

symbolic value (which help forge identity and cooperative problem solving, but which similarly is not measured in 

monetary terms).  

 

Non-economic losses are those material goods and immaterial services which are lost through both direct and 

indirect climate change pathways. Representing non-economic loss and damage is critically important, but hard 

to do for several reasons: Markets do not value public goods essential for the function of human-natural systems 

(e.g. like ecosystem services). Markets tend to ignore symbolic values needed to forge identity and cooperative 

problem solving, and markets fail to value knowledge systems needed for creating value. Thus, formal accounts of 

loss and damage (or economic loss and damage) tend to undervalue the real costs of climate change. 

 

As an alternative, this paper suggests that the focus of loss and damage should be on the role goods and services 

play in making societies resilient to stressors like climate change. In order to account for value in societies with 

different ways of thinking, modes and relations of production require different ways of understanding value. 

When values are understood in ways that can capture these resilience-building roles, policy and practice will 

better be able to address loss and damage.  

 

Experience has shown that efforts to replace losses "only" via monetary compensation has not worked well. 

Instead, policy and practice on loss and damage must capture the opportunity for a more fundamental 

transformation. Any framework for loss and damage must aim not merely at compensating previous living 

conditions, but at improving them. The paper concludes with at least four areas for consideration by policy and 

practice: ensuring a broader view that values functions that are the source of resilience and problem solving 

(cultural practices, identity, traditional systems of knowledge); encouraging social participation as a principle in 

adaptation and addressing loss and damage; nurturing social capital to respond to non-economic loss and 

damage; and, finally, capturing the opportunity for transformation in the way loss and damage is assessed and 

addressed. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Climate change threatens to damage or destroy both 

material and non-material goods and services causing 

both economic and non-economic loss and damage. 

Understanding non-economic losses and damages 

related to climate change, such as culture and identity, 

is important because these values play a fundamental 

role in how societies function in the face of shocks and 

stresses like climate change. What is potentially at stake 

in the context of climate change is not simply the loss 

of material and symbolic goods and services; rather it is 

the potential loss of entire ways of understanding the 

world and of creating value. 

 

There are now clear cases of peoples and places that 

are facing climate change effects that cannot be 

addressed by either mitigation or adaptation. These 

peoples and places will experience losses and damages 

for which there is currently no protocol describing the 

responsibility of the global community. Non-economic 

losses may encompass some of society’s most 

fundamental values, yet they pose challenges for 

measurement and, as a result, may go unnoticed or 

unaddressed by policy. 

 

Faced with this expanding condition, a policy 

framework has been proposed, first in the talks in 

Durban and subsequently in Doha (COP18 December 

2012) to the UNFCCC to prepare for the losses and 

damages that have resulted and will soon be resulting 

from climate change effects. In economic terms, as text 

box 1 describes, the losses and damages are significant 

and increasing. However, loss and damage today goes 

beyond quantifiable, formal sector economic impacts 

that can be measured in terms of physical assets or 

gross domestic product. This is because many impacts, 

such as loss of human lives, cultural heritage, and 

ecosystem services, are difficult to measure as they are 

not normally given monetary values or bought and 

sold, and thus they are also poorly reflected in 

estimates of losses. 

Failing to measure these non-economic losses means 

that they could elude policy attention and lead to 

inefficient decision-making and perpetuate social 

injustices. Without explicit efforts to assess these kinds 

of losses, policymakers may have a myopic view of both 

impacts and solutions. In addition, climate change 

adaptations, though positively framed, come with costs 

and consequences for the communities that have to 

implement them. The UNFCCC needs to systematically 

take these facts and channel them to international 

decision makers to inspire the ambition urgently 

needed to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. 

 

 
1.1. Why do non-economic losses and 

damages from climate change matter? 

 

The failure to adequately address non-economic losses 

has potentially serious consequences as these losses 

have the potential to fundamentally undermine a 

community’s resilience. For example, as the case of the 

Andean Glaciers shows (see Text Box 2), in addition to 

the loss of land and assets that will accompany climate 

change, there will also be a loss of the cultural and 

symbolic meaning which is associated with that land 

and those assets. Losses, then, will not only be material, 

but also cultural and social. Notably such social and 

cultural losses are just as important as material losses in 

generating social resilience and enabling recovery.  

 

Cultural elements, ranging 
from the technological to 
the spiritual or aesthetic, 
which constitute the 
sources from which 
communities sustain 
themselves.  

Text Box 1: From the SREX Summary for Policy Makers: Trends in Loss and Damage 

Economic losses from weather and climate-related disasters have increased, but with large spatial and inter 

annual variability (high confidence, based on high agreement, medium evidence). Global weather- and climate 

related disaster losses reported over the last few decades reflect mainly monetized direct damages to assets, and 

are unequally distributed. Estimates of annual losses have ranged since 1980 from a few US$ billion to above 200 

billion (in 2010 dollars), with the highest value for 2005 (the year of Hurricane Katrina). Loss estimates are lower- 

bound estimates because many impacts, such as loss of human lives, cultural heritage, and ecosystem services, 

are difficult to value and monetize, and thus they are poorly reflected in estimates of losses. Additionally, impacts 

on the informal or undocumented economy as well as indirect economic effects can be very important in some 

areas and sectors, but are generally not counted in reported estimates of losses. 
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In order to understand the nature of these losses 

requires an appreciation of the fact that it is cultural 

elements, ranging from the technological to the 

spiritual or aesthetic, which constitute the sources from 

which communities sustain themselves materially and 

nourish the cultural identity and social relations that 

constitute the community. In the face of obstacles and 

challenges, it is on the basis of common identity and 

values that people come together to organize on 

behalf of their communities. This is a core principle 

behind the concept of resilience. 

 

It is on the basis of 
common identity and 
values that people come 
together to organize on 
behalf of their 
communities. This is a core 
principle behind the 
concept of resilience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1.2. Organization of the paper 

 

This paper begins with (2) the observation that 

discussions about loss and damage require an  

understanding of what we value and how those values 

are represented (e.g. in money terms, in the functions 

that a value plays in society, in symbols, etc.). The paper 

then explores (3) what loss and damage is, describing 

the different types of loss and damage that exist. The 

paper will then (4) explain why loss and damage exists 

through an account of why assigning value is difficult 

under certain circumstances. Following this the paper 

will (5) focus on the role non-economic goods and 

services play in social reproduction and discuss 

possible means for accounting for 'non-economic' loss 

and damage by providing ways of assigning value to 

goods and service whose values are not captured by 

established economic methods. The paper will then (6) 

reflect on the implications of accounting for non-

economic loss and damage for policy and practice. 

Finally the paper will (7) conclude with a discussion of 

the limitations of 'non-economic loss and damage' as a 

means to address the social justice questions and the 

need for transformation posed by climate change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Text Box 2: Material and cultural loss: The case of glacial retreat in the Andes 

Recent reports on glacial loss indicate that glaciers around the world are losing an average of 10 meters of length 

a year with an increasing pace in some regions (Orlove 2009). While there are widespread implications for many 

regions around the world, for the indigenous Quechua speaking villagers who live in the inter-montane valleys 

and hills of the Peruvian Andes, the loss of the glaciers is profoundly disturbing. In the short term, melting ice 

overfills the glacial lakes situated among the high peaks, triggering floods and landslides that threaten 

communities in the foothills below. In the longer term, the loss of glacial waters signifies a serious lack of water 

for agriculture and pastoralism for roughly half a year. The glaciers constitute a natural water storage system.  

During the rainy season (roughly October to April), the glaciers build up and then in the dry season (April to 

October) release their water. The farmers and pastoralists thus depend on melting water from glaciers for 

irrigation of agriculture and pasturage in the dry season. However, the glaciers are also central to Andean world 

views. The mountain spirits, Apus, are a real force in the natural and spiritual world. Andean peoples speak about 

parallels between human relations and the spirits who inhabit the mountains. According to some, the glacier is 

vanishing because the Apu is leaving. Local myths also assert that when the snow disappears from the peaks, it 

signifies the end of the world (Regalado 2005). Whether it heralds the end of the world or not, the loss of the 

glaciers will end the world as they know it both materially and spiritually. The disappearance of the glaciers 

through climate change thus signifies a multi-faceted loss for these people, none of which will register in formal 

economic accounting. 
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2. Loss and damage is about value 

 

As a starting point for this paper, it is important to first 

appreciate that any discussion about loss and damage 

is really a discussion about value. This is because how 

we understand loss and damage, as well as how we 

measure it, depends on how we value those things, 

which will be, or have been, lost or damaged.  

 

As such, although this paper is about 'loss and 

damage', its point of departure will be the means by 

which we assign value to things. 

 

 
2.1. Non-economic loss and damage is about 

accounting  

 

Keeping the point about value in mind, non-economic 

loss and damage refers to the loss and damage which is 

not accounted for in the formal accounting procedures 

which measure loss and damage. Since loss and 

damage accounting essentially involves multiplying 

the value of something which as been lost or damaged 

by the number of things which have been lost or 

damaged, it is evident that the two processes driving 

'non-economic loss and damage' are when we: 

 

1. Don't know how much of something has been 

lost or damaged 

2. Don't know the value of that which has been 

lost or damaged 

 

 
2.2.  When we don't know how much of 

something has been lost or damaged  

 

Knowing how much of 
something has been lost or 
damaged is essentially an 
issue of formal record 
keeping. 

 

Knowing how much of something has been lost or 

damaged is essentially an issue of formal record 

keeping. In terms of loss and damage it pertains to 

knowing how many houses were destroyed by a wind 

storm, how many hours of work were disrupted by 

illness, or how many species were lost as a result of 

shifting climatic thresholds. 

 

Problematically for loss 
and damage accounting, 
climate change threatens 
many things for which 
there are no, or only very 
poor, records.  

 

Problematically for loss and damage accounting, 

climate change threatens many things for which there 

are no, or only very poor, records. Many less 

industrialised nations (who are also the most 

vulnerable to climate change impacts) contain many 

people whose livelihoods are engaged entirely within 

the informal sector. With informal activities being 

defined by their lack of formal registration it is plain to 

see that accounting for the loss and damage sustained 

by this sector is a major challenge. Similar challenges 

exist around the lack of information on customary 

tenure – which is not formally registered in terms of 

private property – lacking measurements on 

biodiversity, and poor information on labour hours 

which are not traded on the formal economy. 

 

To understand why this matters we can, for example, 

ask:  

• How can we determine the loss and damage 

associated with increased flooding in informal 

settlements, when we don't know how many 

people, or how many buildings, exist in those 

settlements?  

• If we don't know how many species there are to 

begin with, how can we determine the loss and 

damage experienced through a loss of species 

as a result of rising temperatures?  

• How can we determine the loss and damage 

done to livelihoods as a result of drought, if we 

don't know how much land each household was 

able to access to being with? 

• If we don't know how many hours someone 

spends doing domestic chores in a household, 

how can we determine the increased burden 

that is placed on this person through the 

experience of increased exposure to 

temperature-dependent disease vectors? 
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2.3. When we don't know the value of that 
which has been lost or damaged  

 

If the issue of record keeping drives non-economic loss 

and damage in a fairly straightforward manner - if we 

don't know how much there is of something then we 

can't measure how much of it will be, or has been, lost 

or damaged - the issue of how to value what has been 

lost or damaged is much more complex. This 

complexity arises principally because of the fact that all 

value is socially constructed and nothing is inherently 

valuable. As such we have to 'reveal' how much people 

value things.  

 

All value is socially 
constructed and nothing is 
inherently valuable.   

 

Saying that value is 'socially constructed' simply means 

that value does not exist out in there in the world. 

Instead it only exists insomuch as humans attach value 

to things. For example, a diamond necklace does not 

have value simply by virtue of its existence. Rather its 

value only stems from human attachments to it. None 

of this is not to say that value is not real. Humans have 

good reason to value many things. For example, we 

value things which keep us alive, such as food and 

shelter, as well as the things which enable us to attain 

those things we value, such as tools for building houses 

or growing food. Humans also have good reason to 

value things which provide meaning in their world. 

Things, such as religion and morality (and their 

associated artifacts and institutions), which give us a 

common sense of who we are, tell us how to behave, 

and allow us to organise socially. 

 

Thus saying that value is socially constructed is not to 

diminish its importance. It simply means appreciating 

that if there were no humans there would be no value. 

 

As value lies 'within' 
humans, the task, for loss 
and damage assessment, 
becomes how do we find 
out how much people 
value things?     

As value lies 'within' humans, the task, for loss and 

damage assessment, becomes: how do we find out 

how much people value things? This may sound like a 

straightforward task, but in practice it is quite difficult. 

For our emotional attachment to things – which is 

really our experience of value – does not manifest as 

an easily expressible unit. To make this clear imagine 

someone asked you how much you valued the 

breakfast you ate this morning. Could you answer 

them in any meaningful way? Could you say that the 

value was seven, or twelve, or one hundred and three? 

The answer is surely: no 

 
 

2.3.1. Value as a relative concept – The 
usefulness of the 'market' 

 

One way to get a 
meaningful sense of the 
value of things is to ask, 
how much one thing is 
valued as compared to a 
host of other things.   

 

One way to get a meaningful sense of the value of 

things is to ask, how much one thing is valued as 

compared to a host of other things. For example if I 

asked you what you would have been willing to trade 

for your breakfast this morning, you might have been 

able to give me an example. Would you, for example, 

have traded your breakfast this morning for an extra 20 

minutes in bed? Regardless of your answer, providing 

you with an offer of an exchange for your breakfast, 

gives us some sense of how much you value it. In this 

case that value is expressed in terms of minutes in bed.  

 

Expressing the value of 
one thing in terms of 
another is one of the most 
powerful ideas in 
economics, and is the 
premise underlying the 
notion of the market.    
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Expressing the value of one thing in terms of another is 

one of the most powerful ideas in economics, and is the 

premise underlying the notion of the market as a 

means for assigning value. For in the market we have 

the opportunity to observe how much people value 

certain things in terms of a host of other things. We can 

observe this by looking at the things people buy and 

sell, and how much certain things are traded for in 

terms of other things. Where money serves as the 

means by which all things can be traded, and where 

markets function effectively1, money values become 

incredibly useful for expressing value and thus for 

calculating loss and damage. 

 

 
2.3.2. Non-economic loss: Things that are 

not traded on the market 

 

Problematically, however, not everything that is 

threatened by climate change is effectively traded on a 

market. For example access to a malaria free 

environment is something that most of us consider 

extremely valuable, yet it is not something that we 

regularly purchase on the market. With climate change 

set to potentially increase person-months of exposure 

to malaria by over 100% in some countries (Tanser et al. 

2003), how do we determine the loss and damage 

associated with this? One way would be to try and 

calculate the amount of work hours that would be lost 

and then multiply these by the amount of production 

generated in an hour – based on market rates – but 

how do we value the experience of being without the 

pain malaria causes, or the emotional trauma caused by 

malaria-related deaths to family members? There is no 

existing price for emotional well-being or reduced pain. 

The same can be said for a whole host of things which 

might be threatened by climate change, ranging widely 

from the loss of ecosystem services (land, water, 

nutrient and species depletion) to largely social and 

cultural impacts, such as loss of significant places and 

environmental features associated with displacement 

and resettlement. If we don't have an effective means 

for valuing these things they tend to simply be ignored 

                                                             

 
1 It should be noted here that although markets are 

an effective way to reveal value, they cannot do so perfectly 

because the theoretical conditions required for markets to 

function perfectly cannot exist. Some of these conditions will 

be discussed below. 

 

 

 

in calculations of loss and damage. Such loss and 

damages manifest as non-economic. 

 

Problematically, however, 
not everything that is 
threatened by climate 
change is effectively 
traded on a market.  

 

 
2.3.3. Non-economic loss – When value is 

inalienable   

 

In addition to threatening things which are not 

regularly traded on the market, climate change 

threatens things for which their value lies in a 

characteristic which is antithetical to the very logic of 

the market. As discussed above, the market is a means 

for exchanging certain goods for some collection of 

other goods – usually by way of money. An assumption 

here is that the value of something can be separated 

from that thing, or that the value of all things can be 

represented in terms of other things. Notably however, 

there are many things for which their value cannot be 

separated from them. 

 

There are many things for 
which their value cannot 
be separated from them.      

 

Take for example a collection of old family 

photographs, for which the negatives have been 

destroyed and for which there is only one set of prints. 

Imagine these photographs contain the only exiting 

image of someone's great, great grandfather. For this 

person these images are likely extremely valuable. 

Importantly, for the great, great grandchild of the 

person in the image, the value of these images could 

not be accounted for by some other set of images. 

Their value lies in the images themselves and cannot be 

separated from them. The implications for the market 

are that these goods are one of a kind, as such there is 

not free competition in their production and thus they 

cannot be effectively priced on the market. We thus 

lack a means for accurately expressing their value.  
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The example of sentimental attachment to a set of 

photographs might not seem like very much in the 

grand scale of climate change, however there are many 

objects threatened by climate change, which are of 

significant value to us, and for which their value is 

inseparable from the object itself. Invoking the 

example of a malaria-related death again, consider the 

loss of a family member. Such a person could not 

simply be replaced by another human being. The value 

of a brother, sister, parent or child is not alienable from 

their physical existence. They cannot be replaced and 

do thus not even enter into the logic of the market. We 

thus have no means for expressing this in any terms 

which can be incorporated into loss and damage 

accounting. 

 
Notably, while the above examples pose problems at 

the level of the individual, because climate change 

threatens the physical basis of entire communities – 

potentially rendering whole areas uninhabitable - it 

also threatens objects which are valued at the level of 

the community, and for which their replacement is not 

possible. Such objects could include places with 

significant spiritual importance, such as burial grounds, 

rivers, mountains, and objects with important 

communal meaning, such as village squares, homes 

and market places. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When physical things are 
imbued with symbolic 
meaning which is 
inseparable from the thing 
itself, their loss represents 
loss of meaning.     

When physical things are imbued with symbolic 

meaning which is inseparable from the thing itself, 

their loss represents a loss of meaning. Again, this 

might not seem like a particularly important event 

given the scale of the challenge presented by climate 

change, however shared meanings are the 

foundational building blocks of social coordination. As 

the role of the of the Kula Valuables in ensuring peace 

and maintaining trade relations among the Trobriand 

Islanders shows (see Text Box 3), such coordination can 

play a vital roles in sustaining essential social practices. 

 

A systematic loss of shared meaning thus presents the 

threat of cultural disintegration. The case of the Grassy 

Narrows, Ojibwa, first nation (see Text Box 4) serves to 

highlight the dangers associated with the erosion of 

shared cultural practices, based on a shared 

interpretation of key symbols. Such a case highlights 

the importance of non-economic losses for the social, 

economic, spiritual and cognitive role they play. For 

such shared symbols tell us who we are. They also 

inform the manner in which we interact with social and 

physical world around us. As such the loss of 

Text Box 3: The value of shared symbolic meaning among the Trobriand Islanders 
 

To make clear the value of shared symbolic meaning, take the example of the Trobriand Islands of Melanesia. 

Among the Trobriand Islanders there is a highly organized system of ceremonial exchanges called the Kula ring. 

The goods exchanged in this ring (the Kula valuables) are comprised of red shell disc necklaces and white shell 

armbands. Exchanges take place among groups spread out over 18 islands, some hundreds of miles apart. The 

Kula trade items are considered both enormously valuable and prestigious. Notably however, they have no 

practical use , some of them actually being too big to wear, and instead of being traded via the logic of the 

market – in return for some other good – are exchanged reciprocally based only on the shared sense of their 

symbolic importance.  

 

Despite having no market value and being generally impractical their exchange, plays an important social role, 

knitting together individuals across the islands, who in other circumstances might be hostile, in a ring of 

reciprocity that also enables the regular bartering of ordinary goods which are central to everyone's prosperity 

(Malinowski 1961). Thus the value of the Kula valuables lies not only in their significant symbolic value, but also in 

the social functions which they enable: Allowing for peaceful exchange (which is clearly of great value!). Notably 

of all these values only their limited-to-non-existent use value would be reflected in the price offered by the 

market. 
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irreplaceable objects which are imbued with shared 

symbolic meaning threatens the sorts of social 

coordination which underpins resilient societies. 

 

The loss of irreplaceable 
objects which are imbued 
with shared symbolic 
meaning threatens the 
sorts of social coordination 
which underpins resilient 
societies.     

 

3. What is non-economic loss and 
damage? 

 

Given the theoretical discussion above, allow us to 

quickly recap non-economic loss and damage: Non-

economic loss and damage is loss and damage which is 

not accounted for in the formal processes of loss and 

damage accounting. As such it is driven by two factors: 

(i) not knowing how much of something has been lost 

or damaged and (ii) not knowing the value of that 

which has been lost or damaged. The former of these is  

principally an issue of record keeping. The latter stems 

from the fact that value is socially constructed. In 

contexts where goods are not traded on well-

unctioning markets revealing such value is difficult. In 

contexts where the value of someth 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

functioning markets revealing such value is difficult. In 

contexts where the value of something is considered 

inalienable from the thing itself, the very notion of 

relative valuation begins to fall down. 

 

Non-economic loss and 
damage can thus take both 
material and non-material 
forms.     

 

Non-economic loss and damage can thus take both 

material and non-material forms (see Figure 1). The loss 

of houses in an informal settlement and the loss of 

species in an ecosystem are both evidently material 

losses, despite their being difficult to value accurately. 

Similarly the losses of emotional well-being associated 

with health impacts are clearly non-material. 

 

Climate change will also 
generate non-economic 
losses through both direct 
and indirect causal 
pathways.      

 

Climate change will also generate non-economic losses 

through both direct and indirect causal pathways. For 

Text Box 4: The dangers of cultural disintegration: The case of Grassy Narrows Ojibwa 
 
The loss of basic cultural orientations has had fatal consequences for many traditional societies around the 

world. A case with serious implications for climate change can be found in the destruction experienced by the 

Grassy Narrows Ojibwa of Western Ontario. Roughly fifty years ago the Department of Indian Affairs and 

Northern Development of the government of Canada relocated the residents of an isolated reserve to better 

provide them with government services. Traditional life on the reserve was oriented by indigenous perceptions 

of space and time expressed in residence and close social bonds and in a reverence for nature reinforced by 

myth and ritual. The relocation completely undermined social bonds in the community and the spiritual bonds 

with nature and destroyed the traditional way of life based on hunting, trapping, fishing, guiding and 

subsistence agriculture. The loss of these basic pillars of their society combined with new residence patterns 

eroded important ritual ties and allowed for alcohol, and unemployment benefits to undermine the fabric of the 

community. Shortly after relocation, residents of Grassy Narrows were being manipulated and exploited by 

whites in nearby communities and social pathologies such as alcoholism and other substance abuse, teenage 

and adult suicide, and violence were rampant. Compounding the social disruption, it was revealed in 1970 that 

the community had been seriously exposed to mercury poisoning from the English-Waibagoon river system by 

an upriver pulp mill (Schkilnyk 1985). 
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example climate change will have a direct impact on 

biodiversity by changing the distribution of climatic 

conditions necessary to sustain certain species. It will 

similarly generate indirect impacts, for example 

destroying objects upon which social meaning is 

constructed and thereby undermining the means for 

social coordination. Notably, climate change impacts 

on non-material loss and damages will always be 

indirect. This is because climate change is a physical 

process. Its impact on non-material things will 

necessarily be manifest through human cognition and 

culture. 

 

Climate change thus threatens some of the most 

important values to us. It threatens the ecological 

systems on which we are reliant. It threatens the 

institutions around which we organise socially, 

economically and spiritually and even threatens our 

physical integrity. Notably many of these values cannot 

be effectively represented by market prices and many 

of them do not exist in formal records. As such these 

fundamentally important values will constitute non-

economic losses under climate change. The result is 

that we have to advance alternative ways of revealing 

value and accounting for loss and damage. 

4. Challenges to meaningfully 
representing non-economic loss 
and damage in policy 

 

Policy makers often use monetary values as a proxy for 

“how big” or “how important” an issue is. Money values 

are a powerful means for communicating loss and 

damage and for informing decisions about public 

resources. This is because they provide a standard unit 

for measuring value which can easily be compared and 

contrasted with other values. As such there is a 

significant imperative for finding ways to represent 

non-economic losses in monetary terms so that they 

can be included in loss and damage accounting. As the 

following sections of the paper will show however, this 

can be a fraught endeavour. 

 

The most obvious way for arriving at monetary values 

for non-economic losses is to place them in the market 

and see what prices are arrived at. This however 

produces a number of problems. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Examples of non-economic and economic losses, material and non-material  
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4.1. Keeping better records 

 

Considering the discussion above, it needs to be 

acknowledged that there is little that we can do to 

improve loss and damage accounting in contexts 

where we don't know what has been lost or damaged. 

This issue of record keeping thus presents us with few 

alternatives other than to improve record-keeping. 

 

Calls for better record 
keeping are not 
unproblematic.    

 

That being said, it is important to recognise that while 

better record keeping is essential for addressing non-

economic loss and damage, calls for better record 

keeping are not unproblematic. For like all endeavours 

of the state, as much as improved record keeping 

enables improved social protection, it simultaneously 

allows for abuses of state power. This tension which lies 

at the heart of the state-citizen relationship is one that 

is inevitably fraught and will need to be tapered to 

each country context, where a public debate 

determines how much of a role the state should play in 

the lives of its citizens, and what checks and balances 

are put in place to prevent abuses. Thus while it is 

evident to argue that better record keeping is required 

to, in part, address the challenge posed by non-

economic loss and damage, it does not flow from this 

that funding should be made available to simply 

increase the surveillance capacity of the state.  

 

 
4.2. Price and value 

 

If we know what has been lost and seek to determine 

its value by placing it on the market, a principal 

problem pertains to the important distinction between 

price and value. Price is not determined by value. Price 

is determined by the intersection of supply and 

demand. The degree to which we value something 

impacts on price, through its impact on demand. 

However the dynamics of supply mean that price can 

end up being much lower than value. In terms of 

market behaviour this means that in order to purchase 

something I need only value it more than its price. 

Importantly for us, this distinction also means that if I 

lose something, I might value it much more than its 

current market price. 

 

The degree to which we 
value something impacts 
on price, through its 
impact on demand. 
However the dynamics of 
supply mean that price 
can end up being much 
lower than value.     

 

In terms of loss and damage accounting these 

dynamics would not matter if what is lost is something 

that can be replaced i.e. if the value the thing that was 

lost was separable from the thing itself. That the price 

of this thing might be less than its value, is 

inconsequential, as its the thing that I value, not its 

price. To make this clear imagine a rural farmer loses 

her farming implements in a flood. If those farming 

implements can effectively be replaced then it does not 

matter what they cost on the market, nor whether the 

market-price is below their value. What matters is that 

she has her farming implements and can undertake the 

productive task of farming. 

 

On the other hand, if the thing that is lost is imbued 

with symbolic meaning so that its value cannot be 

separated from the thing itself – as in the case of the 

glaciers in the Andes (Text Box 2) or Kula valuables 

(Text Box 3) – the use of price to determine value is 

deeply problematic. This is because the price of 

something on the market or of the materials needed to 

create it might be quite low – as a result of supply 

being abundant. Such a low price does not capture the 

value of this thing which could be much higher as a 

result of its important symbolic meaning. To make this 

clear, imagine again the example of a unique set of 

family photographs. Would the price, as determined by 

the market, of developing a single photograph be an 

accurate representation of the value of such a unique 

and symbolically meaningful image (in this case the 

only extant image of someone's great great 

grandfather). Absolutely not!  

 

Notably, the above account should not be interpreted 

as saying that one-of-a-kind things cannot be valued in 

terms of other things. People trade one-of-a-kind 

objects all the time. For example original artwork is 

frequently bought and sold, despite being 

irreplaceable, and despite being valuable for reasons 

which are tied to the symbolism attached to such 
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works. The issue for non-economic loss and damage 

arises when these goods are not regularly traded on 

the market (the glaciers in the Andes are not bought 

and sold on a regular basis, and certainly not by people 

for whom they have spiritual importance!) and when 

they have not been traded by a 'willing seller'. In such 

cases we have no sense of how much people would be 

willing to trade these things for, and thus cannot offer a 

market price. For there simply is no market price for 

these unique objects.  

 

One approach to dealing with this issue is to ask people 

how much they would be willing to sell the thing that 

they have lost for; or to ask them what they would be 

willing to accept for its loss. This is an approach known 

as contingent valuation and its use, and associated 

problems, will be discussed in more detail below. 

 

There is simply no market 
place for trading in social 
meaning or in the social 
coordination it enables.   

 

One-of-a-kind-, or unique, goods also present problems 

for market valuation as a result of their complex 

relationship with cognition and social meaning, which 

were described above. In this regard there is simply no 

market place for trading in social meaning or in the 

social coordination it enables. As such, using market 

price as a proxy for value is simply not possible in these 

cases. One way around this would be to try and look at 

welfare losses which have accrued as a result and to try 

and restore them to previous levels (think of the case of 

Grassy Narrows (Text Box 4) and what it might take to 

restore such a community's well-being). Such an 

approach is termed restitution and like contingent 

valuation, it, along with its limitations, will be discussed 

in more detail below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3. Public goods 

 

Other than the limited effectiveness of using price to 

determine value, the nature of public goods also 

presents problems for using market price as a means to 

determine value.  

 

Public goods refer to goods for which one person's 

ownership of that good cannot be enforced by 

excluding other people from accessing it. One clear 

example of a public good is climate change itself. In 

this regard an atmosphere with low concentrations of 

green house gasses is a valuable commodity. However 

if someone were to pay the costs of reducing the 

amount of green house gasses in the atmosphere, they 

would not be able to exclude those people who had 

not paid any of the costs from gaining the benefits of a 

clean atmosphere. As such the full value of a clean 

atmosphere cannot be realised on the market. This is 

because although everyone wants a clean atmosphere 

(it is a public good), and might even be willing to pay 

something for it, once it is clean everybody can access 

it, even if they didn't pay anything towards removing 

the green house gasses. Because the full price can't be 

realised on the market, the market price any individual 

is willing to pay to clean the atmosphere drops. Thus 

the market price ends up being well below the value of 

a public good. 

 

Public goods also present 
problems for using market 
price as a means to 
determine value.  

 

Although climate change itself can be thought of as a 

public good, there are many smaller scale examples 

where public goods will be threatened by climate 

change. These include the ecological systems required 

for ensuring access to: nutrition, water and fuel, as well 

as the cultural elements, largely spiritual and/or 

aesthetic, that sustain communities through expressive 

links to natural features (Renaud et al 2007). 

 

Because markets will undervalue public goods, one 

solution for determining their value in loss and damage 

accounting is to calculate the costs involved in 

reconstituting them - for example through the 

recreation of functioning ecosystems. This, again, is an 

issue of restitution, which will be discussed below. 
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In the case of non-
economic loss and 
damage, a real danger is 
that using market prices to 
determine value will result 
in an undervaluation of 
the resource. 

 

In the case of non-economic loss and damage, a real 

danger is that using market prices to determine value 

will result in an undervaluation of the resource. In the 

case of unique things which are not regularly traded on 

the market, market approaches reduce their value to 

that which can be bought and sold on the market. Such 

an assumption undermines the very nature of one-of-a-

kind things, ignoring their value as symbols from which 

meaning is garnered and social action coordinated. 

Since there is no market for shared cultural meaning, 

such values are simply ignored by market prices. In 

terms of public goods, because people cannot be 

excluded from their use, their full value cannot be 

realised on the market. As such market price ends up 

falling well below value. 

 

A central problem with 
contingent valuation as a 
means for assessing value 
is the assumption that all 
property can be 
compensated by money.  

 

 
4.4. Alternative Ways of Addressing Non-
economic Value 

 

To illustrate the challenges of trying to put 

noneconomic values into money terms, we can look at 

one major method to monetize non-economic values 

called “contingent valuation”. This approach has been 

used in policy to establish what amount of money 

would need to be in place to replace, repair, or 

otherwise address the loss that has been incurred. It is 

necessary in cases where the thing which has been lost 

is not regularly traded on the market and thus for 

which no market price exists. A central problem with 

contingent valuation as a means for assessing value is 

the assumption that all property can be compensated 

by money. This assumption fails in cases where the 

offer of paying for a good is simply inappropriate or 

when people cannot conceive of the good as a 

commodity, as in the case of the death of a family 

member, or the loss of a sacred good, such as the Kula 

Valuables (see Text Box 3). 
 

Willingness to pay 
however means that the 
value people can place on 
something is constrained 
by how much money 
people have.  

 

A further problem with contingent valuation, even in 

cases where the good can be substituted, is that it is 

reliant on asking people what they are 'willing to pay' 

for the things which have been lost, even when this 

question should really be what they are willing to 

accept for the loss (Pearce and Turner 1990). Reliance 

on 'willingness to pay' is necessary because asking 

people how much they would be willing to take as 

compensation runs the risk of strategic behaviour as 

people attempt to maximise what they can receive. 

Willingness to pay however means that the value 

people can place on something is constrained by how 

much money people have. This is thought to be less of 

a problem than the issue of strategic behaviour. 

Notably, however contingent valuation tends to result 

in an undervaluation of the value of those things, 

perpetuating the problem of market prices and formal 

economic accounting of loss and damage, both of 

which tend to present a lower bound figure on the 

impacts of climate change. 
 

Reparations are aimed at 
addressing losses 
occasioned by damages 
inflicted by malpractice, 
wrongdoing or accident in 
terms of monetary 
payments.   
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Other strategies based on the principle of reparation 

may offer possible alternatives, but are not without 

their own difficulties. Reparations are aimed at 

addressing losses occasioned by damages inflicted by 

malpractice, wrongdoing or accident in terms of 

monetary payments. Reparations come in many forms, 

some clearly invoking culpability and economic 

calculations and others framed in more qualitative 

terms. Reparations are defined as actions or processes 

that repair, make amends of compensate damages.  

Legally, there are three basic forms of reparation: 

compensation (with a subset called settlement), 

satisfaction and restitution. 

 

Compensation, also referred to as indemnity, involves 

the payment of money to an injured party for losses 

experienced by destructive acts or processes, including 

property or opportunity lost (for, example, profit). 

Settlements as a subset of compensation are more 

narrowly defined as payment transfers that express no 

concession of wrongdoing or apology (Brooks 1999: 

436; Boute 2002: 42). Generally speaking reparations 

are intended to be compensatory. At the community 

level, such transfers are designed to be rehabilitative 

(Brooks 1999). In the case of communities, for example, 

compensation or indemnity payments can be used to 

fund resettlement plans or develop projects and 

address community needs. 

 

It can also be argued that 
reparations simply 
unburden the offenders of 
their guilt.   

 

However, as was pointed out above, people are often 

offended that anyone would suggest that they would 

surrender for a compensatory payment cultural 

elements of enormous value that cannot be expressed 

in a price. It can also be argued that reparations simply 

unburden the offenders of their guilt by converting the 

loss into a form that can be addressed by a payment 

that then relieves those responsible of all further 

obligations. By the same token, it cannot be assumed 

that affected people will automatically reject 

appropriate compensation as a form of reparation. 

 

 

Research from 
Development Forced 
Displacement and 
Resettlement suggests that 
compensation intended for 
replacement of loss has not 
worked well.   

 

Nonetheless, research from Development Forced 

Displacement and Resettlement (DFDR) (Cernea and 

Mathur 2008; Scudder 2005) suggests that 

compensation intended for replacement of loss has not 

worked well. It generally fails to restore livelihoods and 

leads to greater impoverishment. Land provided as 

compensation for land lost is often inadequate or 

unsuitable for agriculture. Compensation payments in 

money to people unaccustomed to large sums are 

often spent unwisely within a short time.  

Consequently, DFDR has moved away from 

compensation toward a model focusing on social 

investment and sustainable forms of development. 

 

Choosing to apologise in 
the future for the 
unwillingness to act on 
climate change now − 
tends to undermine the 
very notions of such an 
act. 

 

More qualitative approaches to reparations for losses 

and damages face somewhat different challenges. 

Restitution is defined as a return of the offended state 

to its former condition prior to alteration. Such action 

might include restoration of a damaged eco-system or 

lost resources such as water or fisheries. Satisfaction 

addresses primarily non-material damage such as 

formal apology for losses sustained. Satisfaction might 

include public acknowledgements of wrongdoing and 

formal apologies to those who suffered losses and 

damages. Satisfaction might also include damage 

awards for hardships experienced as outcomes of long-

term effects of the original violation (Johnston 2000). 

These forms of reparation, however, are posited on the 
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existence of a responsible party for the damages, an 

issue that is highly problematic both practically and 

politically in the case of climate change. For example, 

the premeditated use of an apology for a wrong that is 

still to be committed – i.e. choosing to apologise in the 

future for the unwillingness to act on climate change 

now – tends to undermine the very notions of such an 

act. 

 

Any framework for loss 
and damage must aim not 
merely at compensating 
previous living conditions, 
but at improving or 
transforming them.    

 

While there are specific problems associated with the 

different strategies of reparations, there is also a 

general critique that they may miss the opportunity for 

a more fundamental transformation. Any framework for 

loss and damage must aim not merely at compensating 

previous living conditions, but at improving or 

transforming them. In the case of climate change, 

compensation, even in the guise of loss and damage, 

does not address systemic vulnerabilities and contains 

no imperative for structural change, which necessarily 

involves addressing local contexts of power and 

authority. As such strategies should also include 

support for and strengthening of non-economic 

resources of both a material as well as a socio-cultural 

nature. 

  

Assessment of non-
economic loss and damage 
must be based on different 
assessments of value.  

 

It is clear that the assessment of non-economic losses 

constitutes a major challenge for the implementation 

of a Loss and Damage mechanism to address the needs 

of those most affected by climate change effects. 

Clearly, assessment of non-economic loss and damage 

must be based on different assessments of value which 

extend beyond the market and which search more 

deeply than formally recognized ownership and 

transactions. Establishing methods that permit a 

diversity of values for assessing loss and damage will be 

absolutely necessary if the needs of climate change 

impacted peoples are to be adequately addressed. 

 

 

5. Non-Economic Values and Social 
Reproduction 

 

Given the problems associated with revealing value on 

the market, or compensating loss and restoring value, it 

seems evident, that the best way to address the 

problems of non-economic losses is to try and 

understand why and how people value things, rather 

than simply observing their willingness to trade them, 

and for what price. 

 

For example, land is often held under traditional forms 

of tenure, often associated with clan, tribe or ethnicity, 

and generally falls outside of market exchange. Indeed, 

the association with a specific territory, both through 

current use and ancient tradition, comes to form a key 

element in the formation of cultural identity of 

indigenous peoples. In order to account for value in 

societies with different ways of thinking, modes and 

relations of production require different ways of 

understanding value. For example, appreciating the 

value of land in many indigenous societies requires an 

approach to valuation, which codifies relevant 

assumptions about the relationship between material 

and symbolic value. 

 

Thus appreciating the value of land in many indigenous 

societies requires an approach to valuation which 

codifies relevant assumptions about the relationship 

between material and symbolic value. In that regard, 

research during the Exxon-Valdez oil spill in Alaska 

revealed that residents of subsistence based cultures 

are strongly linked to their natural resource base by 

deeply held cultural traditions that integrate them into 

the natural order in sustainable ways (Dyer 1993; 

Snyder, Williams and Peterson 2003). Consequently, it is 

not just “land” in the geographical sense, that is 

significant but the relationship between people and 

place as encoded in objects, socially constructed places 

and historically derived cultural practices. 

 

Illustrative of one way in which this could be possible: 

the World Bank has codified the relationship between 

land and indigenous people, recognizing that “the 

identities and cultures of Indigenous Peoples are 

inextricably linked to the lands on which they live and 

the resources on which they depend” (2005). 
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The focus should be on the 
role things play in social 
reproduction, not their 
role in making profit.   

 
Therefore, in this regard, the focus should be on the 

role things play in social reproduction, not their role in 

making profit. One way to understand this is to 

examine the different ways that people relate to their 

material and social worlds and how they are 

manifested in the experience of loss. Just as property is 

a manifestation of social relations, so also is loss. There 

are three primary registers of loss: possession, 

belonging and knowing (Kirsch 2001). In possession 

people experience loss of objects or property in which 

their are claims of rights of ownership, thus implying 

value and property relations as commonly expressed in 

market economies. 

 

However, the relationship that many people, including 

many indigenous groups, have with land suggests a 

form of belonging as well as a kind of possession.  

Many indigenous people consider the relationship with 

land as entailing both property and relations of kin. 

Since land and kinship are often mutually implicated in 

subsistence economies based on customary 

organizations of production, modes of ownership and 

resource control, division of labor, or patterns of 

distribution and consumption. The division of people 

into social categories through their relationships to 

land and resources is the basis of relations of 

production in many indigenous societies and an 

important means though which these relationships are 

introduced and maintained. In effect, a community’s 

capacity to support itself through subsistence 

production is simultaneously a matter of belonging 

and a matter of possession. 

 

Therefore, the loss of inalienable homelands can 

jeopardize not only the material conditions of survival, 

but also the requirements of social reproduction as 

embedded in kinship relations. Local knowledge and 

relations to place may be affected as well. The most 

important dimension of local knowledge may not be 

specific information per se, but particular strategies for 

learning about the natural world and applying the 

resulting insights in practices. In non-literate societies, 

knowledge is reproduced through concrete acts of 

practice and teaching so loss of the resources through 

which such knowledge is passed on means that the 

knowledge, as a dimension of culture in general and its 

specific manifestations in social relations, for example, 

between genders or generations, is lost also. 

 

The concept of loss, with 
its three registers of 
possession, belonging and 
knowing, provides an 
alternative understanding 
of property that may 
bridge the gap between 
property as thing and 
property as relationship 
that will be fundamental 
in assessing non-material 
loss and damage. 

 

 

 

6. Reflections for climate practice 
and policy 

 

Despite efforts at mitigation and adaptation, it is now 

clear that historic and on-going emission of 

greenhouse gasses will have negative impacts on 

human well-being. Such negative impacts need to be 

recognised as losses and damages to ensure that 

decisions on future emission pathways are both 

efficient and just. This is because loss and damage 

represents a cost of on-going emissions. As such there 

needs to be some social mechanism in place for 

accounting for the losses and damages experienced as 

a result of climate change. 

This concluding section outlines three central 

reflections for climate practice and policy that will help 

shape how we think about and address non-economic 

loss and damage. 
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6.1. Tailor policy and practical responses to 
the livelihood needs of vulnerable people 
and countries 

 

Formal economic metrics of loss and damage are likely 

to significantly undervalue many of the goods and 

services threatened by climate change and have 

proved inadequate for assigning value to a host of 

goods and services where ownership is not formalised 

by the state and resources are not accessed through 

the market. Indeed, for that matter, market-based 

approaches to establish value often fall short in 

assigning value to goods not defined as 'economic' in 

market societies. Such undervaluation is likely to be 

greatest in less industrialised contexts, where 

livelihoods are cultural as well as economic practices, 

deeply intertwined with local values and customs and 

less dictated by pure market forces. For example, we 

know that ocean acidification is currently undermining 

the shell fish industry in Jamaica and will constitute a 

significant environmental and economic loss (Allen 

2013). The loss of the shell fish industry will also mean 

the loss of a livelihood that embodies a repository of 

traditional environmental knowledge, social 

organization and cultural identity that could 

undermine social capital and resilience in affected 

communities. Strategies that support affected people 

in the reconstitution of livelihoods will also nourish 

local community and culture to maintain continued 

adaptive capacity in the face of climate change effects. 

 

Framing the response to 
loss and damage to 
address the non-economic 
impacts on societies − if 
not methodologically then 
principally − is a matter to 
tailor it to the needs of the 
most vulnerable people 
and countries. 

 
Hence framing the response to loss and damage to 

address the non-economic component of impacts on 

societies – if not methodologically then principally – is 

a matter to tailor it to the needs of the most vulnerable 

people and countries. This has, therefore, direct 

relevance for the mandated decision point at COP 19, 

where the establishment of institutional arrangements 

will be the litmus test of how the international 

community frames issue of addressing loss and 

damage. 

 

 

 
6.2.  Social participation as a principle in 

addressing non-economic loss and 
damage and effective adaptation 

 

As this paper has shown, non-economic losses pertain 

to many goods that are central to people's 

contemporary well-being. Such impacts include the 

loss of vitally important public goods, such as 

ecosystem services, including: fresh water, malaria free 

climatic conditions, fertile soils, adequate pastureland, 

etc. They also include repositories of symbolic 

meaning, such as burial sites, and sacred landscapes. As 

the tragic story of the Grassy Narrows Ojibwa 

demonstrates (Text Box 4), the loss of non- economic 

resources, such as cultural practices, symbols and 

rituals, endangers confidence in one's culture and 

social fabric. The loss of symbols, whether they are 

objects, places or people that provided anchors to 

community identity constitute a serious blow to the 

cultural integrity of a community. The loss of such 

elements can lead to the erosion or disintegration of a 

community. Developing relevant tools to address non-

economic loss will require the meaningful participation 

of affected people to impart an understanding of why 

and how things that are collectively important to them 

are valued. This also has to be applied as a principal in 

adaptation policy in all work towards new policy 

approaches to address loss and damage. 

 

Developing relevant tools 
to address non-economic 
loss will require the 
meaningful participation 
of affected people to 
impart an understanding 
of why and how things 
that are collectively 
important to them are 
valued. 
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6.3.  Promote resilience: nurture social 

capital to respond to non-economic 
losses 

 

Cultural elements clearly sustain communities 

materially and nourish cultural identity and social 

relations that constitute the community. Cultural 

elements such as common identity and values make it 

possible for people to come together to organize and 

jointly manage stressors to the human-natural 

system—this is the core principle behind resilience.  

 

The loss of cultural 
practices, symbols, rituals 
and ways of live 
undermines the capacity of 
a community to respond to 
stress. 

 

Resilience among human beings is fundamentally a 

socio-cultural concept, framed as the ability of social 

groups or individuals to bear or absorb sudden or slow 

changes and variation without collapsing. 

Consequently, when severe social and cultural losses 

transpire, the capacity of a community or society to 

respond to further stress may be diminished. Moreover, 

the loss of symbolic value and material goods may 

occasion the loss of social meaning which is derived 

from people's shared symbolic attachment to the 

material goods threatened by climate change. In this 

regard, people stand to lose a sense of both who they 

are and their social connection to one another; thus 

dislocating them from the social relationships required 

to support all collaborative practice. Those basic 

cultural symbols around which people can unite are 

therefore essential to nurture robust responses under 

stressful conditions. The loss of cultural practices, 

symbols, rituals and ways of life undermines the 

capacity of a community to respond to stress. The 

collective losses of culturally derived, noneconomic 

resources, such as language, indigenous knowledge 

systems, livelihood practices, belief systems, social 

networks and even citizenship, reduces the capacity of 

a society to cope with and adapt to further climate 

impacts. 

 

Policies are needed that 
support the reaffirmation 
of both of personal and 
cultural identity through 
recognition of losses, 
providing a means to 
reassert control over lives 
that have been 
disempowered. 

 

Furthermore, reduced resilience implies a greater 

dependence on outside aid for services, particularly 

those that become essential under arduous 

circumstances. Policies are needed that support the 

reaffirmation of both personal and cultural identity 

through recognition of losses, providing a means to 

reassert control over lives that have been 

disempowered. To prevent social disarticulation and 

promote resilience, policies and practical approaches 

are needed that enhance and sustain community social 

relations. These might be through ensuring that social 

meeting places are planned (such as in urban climate-

proofing and transformation, in relocation planning), 

that symbolic meanings are preserved (such as valuing 

and preserving traditional forms of culture like music 

and language, indigenous traditions), and practices like 

investment in creating trust and institutional legitimacy 

required for problem solving. 

 

 

7. Conclusions: Acknowledging loss, 
facilitating transformation 

 

With it now being evident that the impacts of climate 

change will not be entirely accounted for by efforts at 

adaptation, accounting for loss and damage has 

become an important endeavour for policy making on 

climate change. Notably however, loss and damage 

accounting is biased towards calculating economic 

impacts as these tend to be well represented in formal 

methods of evaluation, which rely on private 

ownership and market prices for determining value. 

 

As this paper has shown however, climate change 

threatens a host of goods and services which are not 

traded on formal markets and which are not inscribed 

in relations of property recognised by the state. Such 
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losses are termed non-economic losses, as they tend to 

be ignored by the formal methods of loss and damage 

accounting. Such losses will constitute some of the 

most important to us, affecting the ecological systems 

on which we are reliant, the social institutions around 

which we organise and even our physical, cultural and 

emotional integrity. Notably, because livelihoods in less 

industrialised countries are more reliant on both 

informal relations of trade and property, and the sorts 

of symbolic meaning which are antithetical to the logic 

of the market; non-economic losses will be of greatest 

importance in these countries. 

 

Finding a means for 
accounting for non-
economic loss and damage 
is thus crucially important 
for efficient decision-
making about climate 
change.  

 

Finding a means for accounting for non-economic loss 

and damage is thus crucially important for efficient 

decision-making about climate change. This is both 

because such knowledge is central to making efficient 

decisions around the costs and benefits of different 

patterns of resource use, and because such 

considerations are of central concern to social justice in 

a context of differentiated responsibility for 

anthropogenic climate change. 

 

Despite the fact that this discussion of non-economic 

loss and damage has emphasised the importance of 

including such loss and damage in decision-making, 

exactly how this could be achieved is not readily 

apparent. For as was shown above, the potential for 

market mechanisms, and their derivatives, are 

fundamentally limited. Restitution offers more 

possibilities. However all approaches are compromised 

when the things which will be lost are irreplaceable, 

and the notion of a premeditated apology is 

meaningless. 

 

 

 

Efforts at accounting for 
non-economic loss and 
damage will not provide a 
means for putting a 
monetary price tag on all 
forms of value. Nor will it 
provide a solution to the 
injustices associated with 
differentiated 
responsibility and limits to 
adaptation. 

 

As such it needs to be appreciated that certain non-

economic losses and damages, particularly of the 

cultural sort, cannot be accounted for. As a result 

efforts at accounting for non-economic loss and 

damage will not provide a means for putting a 

monetary price tag on all forms of value. Nor will it 

provide a solution to the injustices associated with 

differentiated responsibility and limits to adaptation. 

 

Policies must be forged 
that are dedicated to a 
process of continuous 
corrections where loss and 
damage occur.  

 

None of this is to say, however, that interventions to 

address loss and damage are not needed. Rather, 

combinations of approaches are required which 

acknowledge loss and damage and undertake repairs 

to whatever extent is possible. Notably, a mere 

“interventionist” approach will not suffice in this 

regard. Policies must be forged that are dedicated to a 

process of continuous corrections where loss and 

damage occur (e.g. not “one-time” pay outs or “one-off” 

interventions). A shipment of food will feed people in a 

famine, but more sustained effort will be needed for 

areas that face chronic food production shortfalls as a 

result of future changes in the climate). 
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The problem of loss and damage needs to be re-framed 

at least in part from a process of resource transfer to 

one founded on collaboration. Such an approach will 

support the restitution of lost ways of doing things, 

toward a process focussed on enabling the 

reinterpretation of those symbols which are embedded 

in cultural heritage to render them consonant with 

emerging realities. This collaboration will require great 

sensitivity and dedication for these tasks to be 

achieved. Ultimately addressing loss and damage will 

require a focus on transformation, whereby the aim is 

to address the underlying structures which rendered 

certain groups more vulnerable to the impacts of 

climate change to begin with. 

 

Ultimately addressing loss 
and damage will require a 
focus on transformation, 
whereby the aim is to 
address the underlying 
structures which rendered 
certain groups more 
vulnerable to the impacts 
of climate change to begin 
with.  

 

Addressing non-economic losses and damages requires 

a rethinking of how interventions are developed and 

measured. Approaches will be needed that unlock the 

transformational potential in equitable ways for 

vulnerable communities and countries. Communities 

and countries have to have options to transform in a 

positive way when incremental adaptation may not be 

sufficient to avoid loss and damage. This will require 

policies and practices of investment that create an 

enabling environment for people to make decisions 

about how to navigate adaptation and transformation. 
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The Loss and Damage in Vulnerable 
Countries Initiative 

 

Accepting the reality of unmitigated climate change, 

the UNFCCC negotiations have raised the profile of 

the issue of loss & damage to adverse climate 

impacts. At COP-16, Parties created a Work 

Programme on Loss and Damage under the 

Subsidiary Body on Implementation (SBI). The goal of 

this work programme is to increase awareness among 

delegates, assess the exposure of countries to loss 

and damage, explore a range of activities that may be 

appropriate to address loss and damage in vulnerable 

countries, and identify ways that the UNFCCC process 

might play in helping countries avoid and reduce loss 

and damage associated with climate change. COP-18, 

in December 2012, will mark the next milestone in 

furthering the international response to this issue. 

 

The “Loss and Damage in Vulnerable Countries 

Initiative” supports the Government of Bangladesh 

and the Least Developed Countries to call for action 

of the international community. 

 

The Initiative is supplied by a consortium of 

organisations including: 

 

Germanwatch  

Munich Climate Insurance Initiative 

United Nations University – Institute for Human 

and Environment Security 

International Centre for Climate Change and 

Development 

 

Kindly supported by the Climate Development and 

Knowledge Network (CDKN) 

 

For further information: www.loss-and-damage.net 

      

United Nations University – EHS 

 
 

The UN University (UNU), established by the U.N. 

General Assembly in 1973, is an international 

community of scholars engaged in research, 

advanced training and the dissemination of 

knowledge related to pressing global problems. The 

University operates a worldwide network of research 

and post-graduate training centres, with 

headquarters in Tokyo. UNU created the Institute for 

Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS) to 

address and manage risks and vulnerabilities that are 

the consequence of complex - both acute and latent - 

environmental hazards including climate change - 

which may affect sustainable development. It aims to 

improve the in-depth understanding of the cause 

effect relationships to find possible ways to reduce 

risks and vulnerabilities. The Institute aims to 

establish cutting edge research on climate change 

and foster an internationally renowned cohort of up-

and-coming academics. Based on the research-to-

policy mandate of the UNU, UNU-EHS supports policy 

processes such as the UNISDR (disaster risk 

reduction), UNFCCC (climate change) and others, as 

well as national governments across the world with 

authoritative research and information.  

 

http://www.ehs.unu.edu/ 
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