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Introduction Participation in climate change adaptation policy design and practice is widely considered a necessity for equitable, just, and more sustainable decisions. Enhancing adaptive capacity and closing the implementation gap requires inclusive action that allows for communities and publics to be involved in decisions that govern their lives and livelihoods. But against that recognition is a deep under-exploration of the role of political regimes in framing the nature and potential avenues of citizen inclusion in climate adaptation governance. This paper will explore a conceptual and empirical gap centred on the fact that some of the world’s most vulnerable nations to climate change are also among the most authoritarian.

Objectives Despite an unambiguous trend of synchronized global democratic retreat, with an institutionalization of repression and a policing of civic space, climate adaptation scholarship and programming practices have grown with little systematic engagement with evolving political science theory and regime scholarship. For the 19th consecutive year, 2024 saw a decline in net global freedom, with 7 in every 10 people now living in closed or repressive states – just as the world officially witnessed its hottest year on record. In turn, climate adaptation scholarship and practice have grown with sophistication to embrace the centrality of socio-political institutions in shaping and conditioning adaptive capacity. But a review of scholarly knowledge in leading political science journals would suggest that the climate adaptation practice and research community has offered insufficient guidance on how to understand public engagement on climate change in autocratic and hybrid regimes. This paper therefore offers a call to situate the governance of climate adaptation in its political context.

Methodology This paper will bridge scholarship from political science with emerging research on climate adaptation, employing a synthesis and narrative review to argue that we must be attentive to the grounded possibilities shaped by context-reliant actors and the informal networks they employ to guide participatory policy outcomes.

Findings Authoritarianism is not synonymous with apolitical, and this paper proposes that advances in scholarship on authoritarianism may help climate adaptation practitioners and researchers in understanding how climate change may open windows of contention and avenues for manoeuvring around challenging institutional obstacles. The paper finds that institutional and political regime structures not only shape and delineate what counts as ‘adaptive’ but who has a voice in determining what is good. It argues that how different political systems respond to environmental change must expectedly be informed by their existent patterns of governance, but those in turn should not be assumed as ossified, nor insurmountable.

Significance of the work for policy and practice As millions of the world’s citizens face a twinned challenge of a warming planet and exclusionary forces shutting them out of decisions that affect their lives, we must explicitly place political processes, power structures, and political inequalities at the centre of our investigation of participatory climate adaptation governance. By carefully examining the role of political regimes in conditioning climate adaptation policy, we can realistically and critically help put people first in adaptation planning and programmes. 







