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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Mercy Corps helps people in the world’s toughest places turn the crises of natural disaster, poverty and 

conflict into opportunities for progress. Driven by local needs and market conditions, our programs provide 

communities with the tools and support they need to transform their own lives. Our worldwide team of 3,700 

professionals is improving the lives of 14.5 million people in more than 40 countries. In recognition that climate 

change poses an imminent threat on our development gains to date and that natural resources management 

(NRM) is integral to the success of relief and development programming, Mercy Corps currently has 

incorporated climate change, environment and natural resources management into programs and proposals 

among more than 15 countries worth around US$ 8,000,000. It leverages its impact with a global Cool Carbon 

campaign (http://www.mercycorps.org/coolcarbon), an Asian wide climate change and cities network and a 
multi-agency emergency capacity building network.  

The increasing severity and frequency of climate change impacts calls for an immediate need to alter the 

way we conceptualize and respond to development issues. Challenges such as war, famine and financial 

recessions tend to be relatively short, over in less than ten years. Election cycles and national plans are usually 

over in less than five. By contrast, climate change and its impacts are set to progressively and noticeably 

worsen over the next twenty years and accelerate catastrophically into the final half of this century and 

beyond unless mitigation measures are put in place over the near term. We must pro-actively consider climate 

change problems in the long-term and find sustainable solutions that will help vulnerable populations adapt to 
unavoidable impact while advocating for global changes needed to slow climate change’s pace. 

 Our climate, environmental and natural resources management (NRM) programming is adapted for the 

transitional situations in which we work. Programming has successful crosscutting relationships with other sectors 

such as Disaster Risk Reduction, Food Security and Agriculture. There is also a clear synergy with our market 

development and conflict management programming. All of these sectors interact with and are affected by 

local and international environmental conditions as well as access to natural resources. In these contexts, 

addressing the competition for natural and environmental resources while building a sustainable livelihood 

base are key program areas, in both urban and rural settings. 
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O U R  C L I M A T E  C H A N G E ,  E N V I R O N M E N T  A N D  N R M  A P P R O A C H  

Climate Change, Environment and NRM Sector Goal 

We aim to mainstream climate change adaptation and mitigation into disaster risk reduction and 

development programming via alternative energies and carbon markets, helping communities adapt to 

climate change and develop working partnerships that build a response of effective scale. 

Structuring a Response 

Mercy Corps launched its climate change initiative in October 2006 in recognition that climate change will:  

• Be a driver of future global humanitarian crises; 

• Threaten to undermine any development progress made to date in support of the populations that 

we serve.  

Mercy Corps considers climate change a lens through which to assess both threats and opportunities to 

development and humanitarian action.  

Our efforts are intended to: 

• Provide adaptation strategies for communities coping with the effects of climate change; 

• Provide viable options for communities to diminish their own negative impacts on the environment; 

• Integrate Mercy Corps successes and other experience into global policy development on climate 

adaptation and mitigation that impacts poor and vulnerable communities. 

Mercy Corps leverages its presence in more than 40 countries with the intent of reaching hundreds of 

communities and thousands of people to bring results of scale. Regarding climate change, it focuses on three 

main areas: 

1 Alternative energy: Identifying and promoting alternative energy options that benefit poor 

and vulnerable communities and provide sustainable economic benefits at meaningful scale. 

2 Sustainable Resource Management: Supporting and promoting best practices and 

enhancing community capacity to protect environmental and ecological services. 

3 Advocacy, Outreach, and Example: Catalyzing governments and people to replicate 

successful, environment and climate-friendly programs. 

Who We Work With 

We bring about positive environmental change by applying Mercy Corps’s vision for change that engages 

the public, private and civic sectors. Our climate change and ERM programs work in partnership with: 

• Civil Society: Civic organizations that are comprised of, or work for, low income households 
and individuals (formal and informal cooperatives, local CBOs/ NGOs.) 

• Private Sector: Businesses, because they are primary movers in the market economy and 
stakeholders such as carbon traders or trade associations. 

• Public Sector: Governments, because they are integral to enabling and sustaining climate 
mitigation and adaptation at effective scale. 

Photo: Janjay Gurung for Mercy Corps 
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I D E N T I F Y I N G  A N D  P R O M O T I N G  S C A L E A B L E  A L T E R N AT I V E  

E N E R G I E S  

The Approach  

Traditional fuels providing energy for light, heat and cooking often result in environmental degradation 

including releasing carbon into the atmosphere. Mercy Corps is working with the private sector to identify 

alternatives, driven by market demand, that are cost efficient, safeguard the environment and utilize less 

carbon.  

Both Mercy Corps and the private sector are interested in achieving the greatest scale possible within and 

across countries. For businesses, larger numbers of users means greater profit. For Mercy Corps, larger numbers 

of people using cleaner fuels means greater benefit to communities and their environment. Furthermore, as 

alternative energies are scaled there is an increasing need for distributors and equipment maintenance that 

create clear employment pathways for community members. It is at this nexus point that Mercy Corps can 

catalyze the private sector and communities to serve their self-interest, while limiting the harmful contribution to 

climate change.  

Beyond the companies that are interested in developing countries as markets for alternative energies, there 

is an ever-growing interest in the developed world of offsetting carbon usage by buying into carbon reduction 

projects in the developing world. Mercy Corps is actively pursuing strategies to capture the resources that are 

becoming increasingly available for activities of sufficient scale.  

The Approach in Action 

• Mercy Corps is working directly with international businesses to identify appropriate opportunities and 
feasible targets surrounding alternative energies that can be taken to scale from a community basis. 

• We are closely examining our potential role in the carbon markets by partnering with carbon traders. 

• We have developed business plans for rolling out alternative fuel usage with multi-national corporations. 

• We have funded a biodiesel plant in Bosnia, helped launch a stove program in refugee camps in DRC 

and launched an urban forestry initiative in Colombia. All of which are supported via our web site 

(http://www.mercycorps.org/coolcarbon campaign). We are planning further projects in other 
countries including Mongolia, Indonesia and beyond. 

 

Applied Approach 

Since 1999, Timor Leste’s growing demand for energy has 

been recognized as a root cause of continued economic 

instability. According to a 2004 study by the World Bank, only 

20% of households have access to energy resources & more 

than 95% of the population still depends on wood collection 

for cooking, heating & lighting which has increased the 

prevalence of deforestation, forest fires & landslides.  

In response to these energy issues, Mercy Corps 

conducted a study targeting two critical outputs: 1) a field 

assessment of the poverty impacts of insufficient/inefficient 

energy sources & 2) a review of the experiences of previous 

community energy projects & related government policies.  

This comprehensive study has facilitated a significant 

programming response including a UNDP partnership 

addressing agroforestry and fuel-efficient stove technology as 

well as other Mercy Corps solo proposals. As these programs 

yield positive results, the energy-impoverished populations of 

Timor Leste will continue to benefit from Mercy Corps’ 
scalable alternative energy initiatives. 

Photo: Josh Estey for Mercy Corps 
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S U P P O R T I N G  S U S TA I N A B L E  R E S O U R C E  M A N A G E M E N T  

P R A C T I C E S  A N D  E N H A N C I N G  C O M M U N I T Y  P R E P A R E D N E S S  

Approach Concept 

Some community and individual practices harm fragile environments. With the onset of climate change, 

the fragility of these environments is accentuated. Increased degradation of water, forests, land, and air will 

force communities to move more quickly to adaptation strategies. Mercy Corps is continuing and reinforcing its 

many years of implementation of projects with environmental components by supporting sustainable resource 

management practices in communities in which we work. We are focusing our efforts in both rural and urban 

settings since there is often a direct connection between poor resource management in rural areas,  

enhanced problems in urban areas. Overall these lead to an integration of environmental management as a 

part of long-term disaster risk response. We prepare communities and mitigate potential hazards.  

Approach in Action 

Natural (Green) Environment:  

• Track donors for natural resource management grant opportunities on topics including forestry, water access and 

land tenure. Examples include a partnership with UNDP in Congo on Climate Adaptation pilots and conservation 

organizations including WWF where we find our increasing overlap in interests. Develop concepts for adaptation 

and Disaster Risk Reduction strategies such as mitigation and preparedness training in response to current natural 

hazards; these have focus on hazards likely to be worsened by climate change. Develop new donor linkages for 

future support. 

Urban (Brown) environment:  

• Climate Change and urbanization; when combined these two trends present a profound challenge for the 

increasing millions of people living in poverty around the world. Mercy Corps believes that these challenges provide 

opportunity to develop community-based, market-driven solutions. Mercy Corps is developing an integrated 

strategy helping the most vulnerable adapt to the most potent potential impacts of climate change while 

providing people new tools and technology, jobs, and hope for a better, more secure life.  Strategies include: 

climate adaptation, improving the lives of urban poor with no property rights, health and access to basic services 

including fresh water. 

 

 

 

Applied Approach 

In the North Kivu province of DRC, over 850,000 people have 

been internally displaced (IDPs). The majority of the IDPs are located 

on the margins of Virunga National park, one of the most precious 

environmental sites in Africa, causing unprecedented demand for 

water, forest products and other environmental resources. This is 

resulting in irrevocable damage and erosion. The current issue that 

Mercy Corps’ Climate Unit is faced with is: How do we incorporate 

environmental programming as a crosscutting theme to the general 

humanitarian relief efforts? 

In response, the project entitled, ‘Urgent Assistance to the IDP 

sites around Goma,’ focuses on delivering relief while applying pro-

active mitigation strategies to reduce the effects on the local 

environments. The project has 3 principal foci: The first is household 

energy, including wood-fuel provision for fuel-efficient stoves as well 

as training for better fire preparation techniques. The second is 

agroforestry for energy and food security, through intercropping 

agricultural commodities to improve food security & the livelihoods of 

communities. Finally there is the environmental education 

component reinforcing the capacity of local environmental 

associations to safeguard environmental resources & services. 

Photo: Joni Kabana for Mercy Corps 
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C A T A LY Z I N G  G O V E R N M E N T S  A N D  P E O P L E  T H R O U G H   

A D V O C A C Y,  O U T R E A C H  A N D  E X A M P L E  

Approach Concept 

Climate Change is a global phenomenon that will require collaborative action by individuals, communities, 

governments, organizations and corporations to bring about meaningful change. Mercy Corps recognizes that 

it has an important role to play in direct implementation of adaptation and mitigation programming. But 

perhaps a more important role is to inspire others to work towards the necessary behavioral changes. With our 

wide geographic reach, Mercy Corps has the ability to use this platform to engage stakeholders in 

government, donor community, academia, media, business, and communities to create a force multiplier.  

Approach in Action 

• Setting an example – we have completed our carbon footprint and are greening our operations. 

Environment is important in our programs and a learning tool has been developed to help Mercy Corps 

avoid doing environmental harm inadvertently. We have interns research and produce guidance on 
income generating program possibilities like recycling plastics and solar power. 

• Lessons learned documentation including Mercy Corps experience with carbon. 

• We are leveraging our relationship with academic institutions to research the impact of climate change 

on current and future relief and development programming. Results will guide adaptation and 
mitigation programming. 

• We are working with think tanks & foundations to craft policy research seeking to guide governments & 
private donors on the most appropriate ways to link climate adaptation funds to fragile states. 

• We are using our presence in more than 35 countries to raise awareness and to help other stakeholders 

recognize potential intervention points. 
• Links: 1 - http://www.mercycorps.org/topics/environment/1841 

   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

V I S U A L I Z I N G  O U R  A P P R O A C H   

 Climate and environmental issues are complex 

and highly interconnected. To ensure our climate 

change, environment  have meaningful impact, we 

implement a multi-faceted approach including NRM 

and DRR approaches, that target the issues from 

multiple angles, as shown in diagram opposite. We 

tailor interventions to meet the needs of the 

environmental conditions as well as ensuring the 

recovery, growth & stabilization of the livelihoods 

of the individuals or businesses we serve. 
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