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ABSTRACT

This review explores how philanthropy contributes to climate action in Atlantic Canada, a region
facing threats from extreme weather events, rising sea levels, and scarcity of resources that impact
local communities. While public and private sector funding is vital, philanthropy offers unique
opportunities to support localized, innovative climate solutions. This review explores the current
climate finance landscape, identifies the specific needs of Atlantic Canadian communities, and
evaluates how philanthropic funding can bridge gaps in financing. It focuses on the impact of
philanthropy on climate adaptation and mitigation efforts, emphasizing community resilience and
sustainability. While philanthropy can drive positive change, challenges such as equitable resource
distribution, fostering systemic change, and empowering marginalized communities must be
addressed. Philanthropic organizations should transition from providing short-term, project-
focused funding to supporting long-term, transformative initiatives. Collaborative partnerships
between governments, businesses, and civil society are key to maximizing impact. Addressing
these challenges and embracing innovative approaches will enable philanthropy to serve as a
powerful catalyst for climate action, fostering a more environmentally stable future and able to
withstand climate challenges for Atlantic Canada and beyond.



Introduction

In recent years, the intersection between finance and climate governance has attracted significant
attention as stakeholders confront the pressing challenges posed by climate change (Salazar &
Katigbak, 2022). Despite the implementation of rapid and effective global emissions reduction
strategies, some climate impacts have become unavoidable (Doelle & Munroe, 2012).
Communities in Atlantic Canada are, therefore, preparing for increasingly severe droughts, rising
sea levels, the shrinkage of glaciers and snowpacks that supply essential water resources, and the
increased occurrence of severe weather events (Ackerman, 2009; Eyzaguirre et al., 2022).
Ackerman (2009) suggests that the climate crisis poses a significant challenge to development. In
the same way, the Canadian Climate Institute (2022) emphasizes that climate change poses a
significant and escalating threat to Canada’s economy and the well-being of its people. Schenker
and Stephan (2014) argued that both mitigation and adaptation are essential strategies for tackling
global climate change. Bednar et al. (2018) observe that the focus on sustainable solutions to the
climate crisis has moved from just mitigation to also include the essential costs of adaptation.
These adaptation and mitigation efforts necessitate significant funding (Tennant et al., 2024).
Schenker and Stephan (2014) maintain that this dual necessity of addressing both aspects
highlights the crucial role of financing within climate governance frameworks.

However, while mitigation is acknowledged as a global public good requiring coordinated
international efforts, adaptation is often more effectively carried out locally, facilitating quicker
and broader actions (Salazar & Katigbak, 2022). Schenker and Stephan (2014) pointed out that
while reducing greenhouse gas emissions is a significant focus in political discussions, adapting
to climate change is becoming more critical for two reasons. First, some aspects of climate change
are unavoidable, even with significant emissions reductions; for example, rising sea levels are an
inevitable consequence of past greenhouse gas emissions and may continue to affect coastal
communities regardless of future actions. Second, the benefits of adapting are primarily local,
whereas mitigation helps everyone and requires global cooperation (Schenker & Stephan, 2014).

With delays in reaching a new agreement to replace the Kyoto Protocol, there is increasing focus
on local adaptation measures (Schenker & Stephan, 2014) despite their potentially high costs
(Tennant et al., 2024). Ayers (2009) points out that the World Bank (2006) estimated that the cost
of climate-proofing development investments—ensuring they are resilient to climate change—
would range from $10 billion to $40 billion per year. This process involves assessing
vulnerabilities and implementing strategies to ensure infrastructure can withstand extreme weather
and other climate challenges (Ayers, 2009). Furthermore, Schenker and Stephan (2014)
highlighted that by mid-century, developing countries, and smaller communities may require $70
billion to $100 billion each year to adapt to a two °C temperature rise, surpassing earlier estimates
by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC, 2007). Both figures
illustrate the substantial financial challenges associated with adaptation. However, this estimate
has been criticized (Ayers, 2009) for not including the costs of making existing natural and
physical resources more resilient, funding new projects specifically for climate change, or the



expenses that families and communities will face to adapt to these changes (Schenker & Stephan,
2014). This suggests that the actual figure could be higher once all these factors are included in
the cost estimate.

Papin and Beauregard (2024) highlight that numerous billionaires have made significant financial
commitments to take the lead in climate governance over the past fifteen years. They cite examples
such as Richard Branson’s $3 billion pledge to climate solutions in 2006, Elon Musk’s investment
in carbon capture technologies in 2021, and Bill Gates’s influential book How to Avoid Climate
Disaster. The wealth and influence of these individuals allow them to play key roles in climate
action. Furthermore, Nisbet (2019) reported that more than 9,000 cities and municipalities, along
with 245 state and regional governments worldwide, have committed to the goals of the 2015 Paris
climate agreement. These efforts are backed by over 6,000 companies and 1,400 multinational
corporations that have integrated climate change and carbon pricing into their business strategies
(Nisbet, 2019). This financial support and commitment highlight the importance of both public
and private funding for innovative climate initiatives. Furthermore, the visibility of private donors
in the climate discourse can help attract more resources and raise awareness about climate issues,
thereby enhancing governance efforts. By positioning themselves as leaders, these figures provide
key financial backing and shape public discussions and policies, demonstrating the connection
between finance and climate governance (Papin & Beauregard, 2024).

Municipalities are vital stakeholders in addressing climate change (Carvalho, 2018). As primary
carbon emissions sources, cities face significant economic and social costs from extreme weather,
mainly due to their high population and building densities (Cohen et al., 2019). Despite this, many
municipalities remain locked into high-carbon development paths, heavily reliant on car-centric
transportation and energy-intensive industries (Carvalho, 2018). While coordinated action among
various levels of government is essential for tackling climate change (Canadian Climate Institute,
2022), communities must also adopt new development strategies, reduce carbon emissions, and
enhance their resilience to increasingly frequent and severe weather events (Carvalho, 2018). In
Atlantic Canada, it is essential to understand the various coordinated efforts and strategies for
creating solutions to climate change. This includes knowing how to mobilize resources effectively
and grasping the funding dynamics. Effective community-level climate action and coordinated
efforts for building resilient communities depend on identifying and leveraging various funding
sources—including philanthropy—to support new strategies and initiatives (Tennant et al., 2024).

Although there is considerable research on climate governance and the involvement of different
financial actors, there is a clear gap in understanding the specific role of philanthropy in funding
climate action at the community level, especially in Atlantic Canada. Much of the existing research
has focused on global mitigation efforts and the financial commitments of high-profile individuals
and corporations (Ayers, 2009). There is limited study of how these funds translate into local
adaptation initiatives (Ackerman, 2009). In addition, the distinct challenges faced by Atlantic
Canadian communities in addressing climate change, including rising sea levels, extreme weather
events, and resource vulnerabilities, as highlighted by Dietz and Arnold (2021), require a deeper



analysis of funding dynamics and the interplay between philanthropy and other financial actors.
This research addresses this gap by exploring finance as an essential component of climate
governance. It will examine the role of philanthropy alongside other funding sources in supporting
community-level climate action in Atlantic Canada. The study will also explore how philanthropic
contributions can enhance resilience and adaptation efforts in the region while identifying the
limitations and challenges that philanthropy faces in fulfilling its potential. By analyzing the
effectiveness of these funding mechanisms within the context of Atlantic Canada, this research
seeks to provide insights into optimizing financial support for climate initiatives, ultimately
contributing to more robust climate governance frameworks.

Material and Methods

This study employs an integrative literature review, synthesizing existing research on philanthropy
and climate change to critically examine philanthropy’s role in financing climate action (de Souza
et al., 2010). The review is guided by an overarching goal: to examine finance as a component of
climate finance and evaluate philanthropy’s role, challenges, and the effectiveness of philanthropic
funding and other funding sources in tackling climate change, particularly at the community level
in Atlantic Canada. The integrative review allows for a comprehensive synthesis of diverse
findings, enabling an understanding of the issues central to the research question. This approach
is particularly relevant to transdisciplinary research on climate finance, where contributions from
multiple disciplines, such as environmental science, economics, and social policy, intersect to
inform climate governance (Torraco, 2016). This methodology ensures a comprehensive,
evidence-based analysis of philanthropy’s role in climate financing, focusing on Atlantic Canada.
The integrative literature review framework, supported by thematic and comparative analysis,
provides a solid foundation for addressing the research question and contributing to scholarly
discussions on climate finance.

Data Sources and Selection Criteria

Data for this study were collected from articles and reports identified through targeted searches in
academic databases such as JSTOR, Scopus, and Web of Science, as well as key organizational
and institutional reports. The database searches yielded 107 articles; an additional 24 sources were
found through library resources, including papers, case studies, and abstracts. These were
identified by reviewing the references of studies found in the database searches to determine which
published and unpublished materials should be included.

The selection criteria focused on peer-reviewed articles and reports addressing core themes such
as climate finance, philanthropy in climate governance, and community-level climate adaptation.
Only studies published between 2000 and October 2024 were included to ensure the review’s
relevance, with particular attention to the literature covering Atlantic Canada and similar regions
facing climate challenges. This targeted approach provided a strong foundation for evaluating the
role and limitations of philanthropy within climate finance.



The selection process began by screening the 131 initially identified studies for thematic relevance.
Seven duplicates were removed, and only peer-reviewed studies, including case studies and
reports, were considered, as reviewing all articles in full was not feasible. Materials like
correspondence, book chapters, commentaries, editorials, hearings, and personal communications
were excluded due to accessibility issues. Furthermore, only articles published in English were
included to prevent any potential misinterpretation. The titles and abstracts of the articles were
reviewed to ensure they met the established criteria, resulting in the exclusion of 68 studies that
either did not align with the study's objectives or lacked clear methodologies. In the end, 56 articles
focusing on climate finance, philanthropy, climate change, and climate governance in Canada were
included in the study.

To facilitate a structured analysis, articles were further categorized by primary themes:

i Climate change in Canada, with a focus on Atlantic Canada
ii. Multi-level climate governance

iii. Financing Climate Change Action

(\2 Philanthropy and climate change/climate finance

V. Philanthropy in Canada (with a focus on Atlantic Canada
Vi, Environmental Philanthropy
vii.  Donor trust/Accountability, evaluation, and assessing impact in philanthropy

This methodology ensures an evidence-based analysis of philanthropy’s role in climate financing,
specifically in Atlantic Canada. The integrative literature review framework, supported by
thematic and comparative analysis, establishes a solid foundation for addressing the research
question and advancing scholarly discussions on climate finance. Given the paper’s emphasis on
Atlantic Canada, additional consideration was given to studies focusing on this region or regions
with similar climate and socio-economic conditions.

Data Synthesis and Integration

Data relevant to the research questions were extracted and analyzed through thematic analysis.
This process involved identifying patterns and themes and noting similarities and relationships
within the data. Initially, emerging patterns from the reviewed articles were identified, and similar
or related data were grouped into six themes. Each theme was then carefully reviewed for accuracy
and key findings. This analysis also uncovered sub-themes, such as philanthropic funding, scale
limitations, and governance challenges, which helped shape the analysis section. Frameworks from
sources like Ackerman (2009) and Brechin and Espinoza (2017) were used to evaluate each
financing source’s scale, accountability, and strategic focus. This comparison highlighted
philanthropy’s unique role and limitations in addressing gaps in climate finance, especially in
community-based initiatives in Atlantic Canada.

The thematic analysis findings were synthesized to address the study’s central research objectives.
Results were organized according to the identified themes to create a coherent narrative. Insights



from various disciplines were integrated within a transdisciplinary sustainability framework. For
instance, environmental science research on climate resilience was combined with policy analyses
on philanthropic funding to provide a comprehensive view of philanthropy’s potential and
limitations in climate finance. Special emphasis was placed on the context of Atlantic Canada to
highlight the region’s unique challenges and opportunities, focusing on gaps in philanthropic
support for long-term resilience initiatives.

Limitations

This study’s scope is limited to secondary data analysis from selected articles, which may exclude
recent research not covered in the initial 131 documents. Additionally, while the paper emphasizes
the Atlantic Canadian context, some findings had broader applicability, while others are country-
specific. Finally, the inherent variability in philanthropic priorities and approaches across different
foundations may limit the generalizability of some findings.

Records identified through Additional records identified
database searching through other sources
(n=107) (n=24)
Total records screened Duplicate records are removed
n =
(n=131) @=7
Records screened after Full-text articles excluded. with
duplicates removed reasons: not consistent with the
(n=124) study’s objectives (n=68)
E Full-text articles assessed
= for eligibility
% (n=56) An independent reviewer
= categorized documents under
- l various themes:
« Climate change in Canada, with a focus an Atbntic Canada (2=T)

» Multi-level climate governance (=8
+ Financing Climate Change Action (1=8)

= Philanthropy and climate chanpe/climate finance [p=10)

Studies to be included in + Philamthropy in Canada (with 2 focus on Adansic Camada (£=8)
. . . « Emvironmental Philanshropy (n=10)
systematic literature review + Donor trust/Accoumtability, evahation, and assessing inpact in
ibamthropy (z=5)
(n=56)

Figure 1: Flowchart for document selection strategy



Results

The literature review explored key aspects of philanthropy’s role in climate finance, with a
particular focus on community-level climate action. Finance is a crucial element of effective
climate governance, directly impacting the success of both mitigation and adaptation efforts.
Adequate financial resources are essential for implementing and scaling climate initiatives,
particularly in vulnerable communities. International agreements, such as the Paris Agreement,
underscore the importance of financial mobilization, while local governments require innovative
mechanisms to tackle climate challenges. Carbon pricing and adaptive governance are vital tools
for incentivizing climate action and ensuring flexibility in resource allocation. Philanthropy,
especially through foundations and community-based organizations, supports grassroots climate
initiatives, addresses local needs, and fosters community-driven solutions. However, challenges
persist in mobilizing sufficient funds, ensuring equitable distribution, and aligning financial
strategies with broader climate goals. The review also examines the diverse contributions of
philanthropy, alongside other actors, in advancing climate solutions. Additionally, it highlights the
limitations faced by philanthropy in effectively supporting climate action, including resource
constraints, scalability issues, and structural barriers. Finally, it emphasizes strategies to enhance
philanthropy’s role in climate finance, calling for innovative, equitable, and collaborative
approaches. The following sections provide a detailed analysis of these topics, offering insight into
philanthropy's current impact and its potential in the future.

Financing as a Core Element of Climate Governance

Finance is a central pillar of effective climate governance, playing a central role in determining
the success of climate mitigation and adaptation efforts. Some scholars argue that even the most
ambitious climate policies cannot achieve their desired outcomes without sufficient financial
backing (Bednar et al., 2018; Baird et al., 2015; Vogel, 2015). From global frameworks to local
resilience strategies, financial mechanisms are vital to supporting climate action at every level of
governance (Michaelowa et al., 2020).

Baird et al. (2015) contend that finance is central to the effectiveness of climate governance, as it
directly influences the ability to implement and scale mitigation and adaptation initiatives. Without
adequate funding, the impact and reach of climate governance frameworks are limited, as financial
resources are essential for developing and executing emission-reducing and resilience-building
projects. Chaloux et al. (2014) highlight that climate governance requires coordinated efforts
across various levels of government, each utilizing its own resources and tools. As Doelle and
Munroe (2012) noted, local governments have become key actors in climate action, particularly in
areas where national and international responses have fallen short of scientific recommendations.
However, their success in addressing climate change depends on the availability of sufficient
financial resources (Brechin & Espinoza, 2017). This emphasizes the centrality of finance in local
climate governance, as financial constraints often limit the scope and impact of local mitigation
and adaptation efforts (Vogel et al., 2020). Without adequate funding, even the most ambitious



local initiatives may struggle to achieve meaningful progress (Doelle & Munroe, 2012). A case in
point is Port aux Basques, Newfoundland and Labrador, which has been significantly affected by
coastal erosion and flooding driven by climate change. While the town has developed detailed
adaptation strategies, the lack of sufficient financial resources to carry out these plans has hindered
its ability to enhance resilience and protect at-risk populations (Dietz & Arnold, 2021). This
example illustrates how inadequate climate financing can impede a community's ability to address
climate-related challenges effectively.

Financial Mechanisms in Local and International Agreements

Climate governance involves societies’ systems and processes t0 manage mitigation and
adaptation strategies in response to climate change (Vogel et al., 2020; Schenker & Stephan, 2014).
Financial mechanisms are central to advancing efforts to address climate change at both local and
global levels. They help mobilize resources, facilitate the flow of funds, and incentivize nations to
take meaningful action. These financial tools are key to both international and local agreements
(Schenker & Stephan, 2014). Effective climate governance depends on substantial financial
mobilization, as demonstrated by major international agreements like the Kyoto Protocol and the
Paris Agreement. The Kyoto Protocol, adopted in 1997, established binding emission reduction
targets for industrialized nations and introduced financial instruments such as the Clean
Development Mechanism (Leggett, 2020). The Paris Agreement, adopted in 2015, set a global
goal to limit warming to well below 2°C and committed to mobilizing $100 billion annually to
support climate efforts in developing countries (United Nations, n.d.). Both agreements underscore
the vital role of finance in combating climate change (Michaelowa et al., 2020). Tennant et al.
(2024) stress the importance of mobilizing financial resources, technology, and capacity-building
support, particularly from developed countries, to assist developing nations. These global financial
efforts are crucial for immediate climate action as well as for fostering long-term resilience and
sustainable development (Antimiani et al., 2017).

The financial commitments outlined in these agreements emphasize the substantial funding
required to meet global emissions reduction targets (Doelle & Munroe, 2012). The United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC, 2007) estimated that achieving a reduction
of 7 gigatonnes (Gt) by 2020 would require an investment of approximately $140 billion, at $20
per ton of CO2, with even more significant funding necessary for more ambitious reduction targets
by 2030 (Ackerman, 2009). In Atlantic Canada, where climate variability and extreme weather
events threaten infrastructure, substantial financial investment is essential to adapt critical
infrastructure, including roads, power grids, water systems, and ports (Vogel, 2015). Due to their
high initial costs, long lifespans, and interdependencies, these assets present particular challenges
for adaptation. Thus, effective financial strategies are necessary to support infrastructure resilience
as part of overall climate governance (Craft et al., 2013).

At the local level, municipalities like Halifax are taking the lead in climate mitigation and
adaptation (Doelle & Munroe, 2012). Achieving these climate goals involves the collaboration of



various stakeholders, including governments, the private sector, and civil society (Schenker &
Stephan, 2014). However, despite having authority over key emissions sectors such as building
codes and transportation, local governments often lack the financial capacity to implement large-
scale climate strategies (Vogel, 2015). As a result, external funding—via grants, private
investments, and innovative financial mechanisms like green bonds—is crucial for turning local
climate plans into action. Although local initiatives may be smaller in scale, they can significantly
impact by raising public awareness, fostering community participation, and contributing to broader
climate goals (Vogel et al., 2020). Combining top-down national policies with bottom-up local
actions, a hybrid approach can drive systemic change. The case of Halifax illustrates how financial
resources from local, provincial, and federal sources are essential for successful local climate
governance (Doelle & Munroe, 2012).

The Need for Increased Financial Mobilization

Despite the urgent need for climate action, financial contributions in North America and globally
have still not reached the necessary levels. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) had previously called for developed countries to reduce emissions by 25-40% below 1990
levels by 2020 (Doelle & Munroe, 2012), but this deadline has passed. Focus has now shifted to
even more ambitious goals. At the COP29 conference in November 2024, the pressing need for
increased financial support was a major point of discussion. Negotiators worked to establish a new
“collective quantified goal” for climate finance, aiming to boost funding well beyond the initial
$100 billion annual target for developing countries (UNFCCC, 2024). This shift shows that more
significant investments are needed to meet the emission reduction targets necessary to avoid the
most severe climate impacts.

A 2018 IPCC report warned that the world was on course for a 3°C rise in global temperatures,
and the UN Environment Programme’s (UNEP) 2022 Emissions Gap Report predicted a 2.8°C
increase if current policies remain in place (Cleary & Willcott, 2024). Both Canada and the United
States have faced challenges in meeting the climate targets set by the IPCC, prompting regional
and local governments to take on a more prominent role in climate mitigation efforts (Doelle &
Munroe, 2012). National governments are often unable to meet their climate commitments due to
factors such as political disagreements, competing economic priorities, limited funding, and
challenges in implementing effective policies. As a result, regional entities are turning to local
financing solutions to address their climate resilience needs (Doelle & Munroe, 2012; Carvalho,
2018). These difficulties at the national level make it necessary for local governments and
organizations to find alternative sources of funding to tackle climate change more effectively at
the regional and community levels. This highlights the need for innovative financial mechanisms
and coordinated multi-level financing systems to drive climate action at all governance levels.
These projections underscore the urgency of strengthening climate governance (Baird et al., 2015)
through innovative financial tools and mechanisms that catalyze action across different governance
levels (Carvalho, 2018).



Carbon Pricing

Climate change poses significant risks to public health and global economic stability (Salazar &
Katigbak, 2022). Carbon pricing is a crucial financial tool for addressing these risks by
incentivizing the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. It assigns a monetary value to carbon
dioxide (CO2) emissions, usually through a tax or cap-and-trade system (Cleary & Willcott, 2024).
This method charges individuals or businesses for their emissions, making pollution more costly
and encouraging the adoption of cleaner alternatives. In a carbon tax system, a fee is imposed on
emissions, while in a cap-and-trade system, companies buy and sell permits to pollute within a set
limit (World Bank, 2020). This price signal encourages organizations and individuals to adopt
cleaner technologies, reduce energy consumption, and invest in low-carbon infrastructure (Cleary
& Willcott, 2024). For instance, Cleary and Willcott (2024) note that Callahan and Mankin (2022)
estimate that climate-related damages cost the global economy approximately US$6 trillion
between 1990 and 2014. In response, carbon pricing has become a widely supported policy tool
within climate governance, seen as essential for reducing emissions and mitigating the impacts of
climate change (Cleary & Willcott, 2024, citing World Bank, 2020). However, its effectiveness
can depend on the design and implementation of the pricing system, which varies across different
regions and countries.

Nisbet (2018) argues that financing climate action through mechanisms like carbon pricing is
crucial for understanding how global and local efforts can align to tackle climate challenges. At
the same time, several analysts contend that philanthropists and environmentalists may have placed
too much faith in carbon pricing as a panacea for effectively addressing climate change. Despite
broad international support, the adoption of carbon pricing in climate governance has been
inconsistent, and progress toward meaningful climate mitigation remains inadequate (Cleary &
Willcott, 2024). Both Nisbet (2018) and Cleary and Willcott (2024) agree that carbon pricing is
widely recognized as a crucial tool for addressing climate change. However, its implementation
remains limited, with only 68 initiatives across 47 countries (Cleary & Willcott, 2024). While this
suggests that, on average, each country has at least one initiative, the distribution of these initiatives
is uneven, with some countries having multiple initiatives while others have none (Antimiani et
al., 2017). This uneven distribution is a problem because certain regions, particularly those most
vulnerable to climate change, may lack sufficient support or targeted initiatives (Levett, 2021). For
example, some countries may have limited resources or face challenges in implementing climate
resilience programs, leading to inadequate progress in addressing local climate needs (Cleary &
Willcott, 2024). Nisbet (2018) noted that the real challenge is not just creating effective policies
but ensuring that financial mechanisms are robust, scalable, and able to support climate action at
all levels of governance.



The Importance of Adaptive Governance and Flexible Financing

Adaptive governance and flexible funding are important mechanisms for addressing climate
change, offering the responsiveness and agility needed to cope with its unpredictable and evolving
impacts (Schenker & Stephan, 2014). Adaptive governance refers to a dynamic decision-making
process that ensures climate actions remain effective through collaboration and continual
adjustments (Baird et al., 2015; Vogel et al., 2020). It is vital for tackling wicked problems, such
as climate change, which are complex, interconnected, and resistant to straightforward solutions
(Bednar et al., 2018). Flexible funding facilitates the rapid allocation of resources to address urgent
climate challenges, including disaster response, resilience-building, and emerging risks (Baird et
al., 2015).

According to Desanlis et al. (2021), the success of climate adaptation efforts depends on securing
both stable and sufficient financial resources. Stable funding is crucial because climate adaptation
programs often require lengthy and complex design and implementation processes (Bednar et al.,
2018), which can be disrupted by political changes or shifting budget priorities. Despite increasing
recognition of their importance, adaptation programs often face significant underfunding due to
their limited visibility in public and political discussions (McCarthy, 2004). However, as
awareness of climate change impacts grows, this situation is gradually improving (Desanlis et al.,
2021). Adequate financial resources are essential for tasks such as conducting impact assessments
and vulnerability analyses, as well as sustaining the necessary infrastructure for climate adaptation,
including climate models, technical expertise, and outreach materials (Bednar et al., 2018). Thus,
continuous and sufficient funding is necessary to ensure that climate adaptation efforts can
progress from research and design to long-term implementation (Vogel, 2015). Adaptive
governance has become an important response to climate change, a wicked problem characterized
by uncertainty, complexity, and interconnectedness, which makes traditional governance
approaches insufficient (Bednar et al., 2018). In Canada, adaptive governance and co-management
have informed strategies in sectors like healthcare, law enforcement, and natural resource
management, where multiple actors collaborate across jurisdictions to achieve common goals
(Baird et al., 2015; Bednar et al., 2018). In the context of climate adaptation, however, a unified
governance framework is still lacking at the national level despite localized efforts by
organizations such as Health Canada and municipalities like Toronto and Mississauga (Bednar et
al., 2018; Vogel, 2015). This fragmentation highlights the need for a more cohesive governance
structure, supported by financial and institutional resources, to build resilience on a larger scale.

Adaptive governance requires diverse, flexible funding sources to address the evolving climate
challenges. This includes collaboration among government agencies, non-governmental
organizations, and the private sector, which can help avoid redundant efforts and maximize
outcomes. Effective coordination between funding agencies is critical to ensure that initiatives are
comprehensive and leverage the strengths of multiple partners (Bednar et al., 2018). Baird et al.
(2015) stress the importance of governance in coordinating climate action, including adaptation,



through policies and collaborations that help societies address shared challenges. While
collaboration among various stakeholders is increasingly common in climate governance, the role
of government remains central as the accountable organizer of these efforts (Michaelowa et al.,
2020). Climate adaptation governance is particularly complex due to the diverse range of
stakeholders, the uncertainty of climate change impacts, and the novel nature of human-driven
climate change (Bednar et al., 2018). For governance to be effective, it is essential to clearly define
roles, responsibilities (Bednar et al., 2018), and expected outcomes while ensuring that the tools
and strategies used are appropriate for the specific context of adaptation (Craft et al., 2013).

Financial Strategies to Enhance Climate Resilience

Climate finance also plays a central role in supporting global agreements such as the Paris
Agreement, which emphasizes the importance of mobilizing financial resources for climate
adaptation and mitigation efforts, especially in developing countries. These financial flows are
facilitated through an intricate ecosystem of bilateral and multilateral aid, private finance, and
development bank-managed trust funds (Michaelowa et al., 2020). They also note that multilateral
development banks (MDBs) have established over 200 climate-related trust funds to aid
developing countries and remote communities in their climate goals, with donor governments
providing significant replenishments to ensure continuity in project funding. While the financial
mobilization through these funds has been substantial, transparency and coordination challenges
persist, affecting the efficient tracking and allocation of resources for effective climate action
(Phillips, 2018).

In Atlantic Canada, shifts in infrastructure financing policies, such as the introduction of the $33
billion Building Canada Plan, reflect an increasing focus on large-scale, long-term investments
(Craft et al., 2013). Craft et al. (2013) further stated that this program encompasses initiatives for
Indigenous communities, supported through the First Nations Infrastructure Fund and a broader
interdepartmental approach involving Public-Private Partnership Canada. However, despite these
advances in infrastructure funding, there is limited integration of climate adaptation within these
streams (Vogel et al., 2020), as indicated by an absence of adaptation-linked projects in the
Departmental Performance Reports (Craft et al., 2013). This gap highlights an opportunity to
embed climate considerations into long-term adaptation funding, which is essential for climate
resilience.

Addressing Gaps in Climate Finance and Policy Implementation

For adaptation efforts to be effective, climate governance frameworks need to build financial
strategies that secure initial funding and sustain ongoing adaptations (Bednar et al., 2018). This
includes innovative financing tools like green bonds, carbon pricing, and sustainable investment
standards that direct financial flows toward low-carbon initiatives and encourage private-sector
investment in climate-friendly projects (Antimiani et al., 2017). Climate governance frameworks



must address the mobilization of funds and equity issues, ensuring that financial resources reach
the regions and communities most vulnerable to climate impacts (Doelle & Munroe, 2012; Hoicka
et al., 2023). The role of finance in climate governance is thus multifaceted, extending beyond a
mere support mechanism to become a foundational element that shapes climate policies and
determines their effectiveness. Financial strategies must be embedded within climate governance
frameworks to achieve ambitious climate objectives, creating consistent and equitable financial
flows to support climate resilience (Bednar et al., 2018), particularly in regions like Atlantic
Canada, where local adaptation is essential to meet growing climate risks (Dietz & Arnold, 2021).

Finance is not simply a supportive element in climate governance but a foundational component
that shapes climate policy effectiveness at every governance level (Doelle & Munroe, 2012).
International agreements like the Paris Agreement provide essential funding frameworks, yet local
and regional governments require innovative financial tools and adaptive governance to effectively
address their unique climate challenges. A diversified and flexible approach to financing, with
mechanisms such as carbon pricing, green bonds, and multi-level partnerships, is vital to bridge
the gap between climate ambitions and real-world implementation (Conteh, 2018). Only through
sustained and well-coordinated financial support, including philanthropic financing, can climate
governance achieve its objectives to ensure resilience and sustainable development amid the
growing risks of climate change. Philanthropic contributions are significant in bridging funding
gaps and catalyzing innovative solutions, making them an essential component of the broader
financial landscape for climate action.

Role of Philanthropy in Financing Community-Level Climate Action

The philanthropic sector is critical in advancing climate change mitigation and adaptation in
Atlantic Canada. Philanthropy, broadly defined as the private provision of resources for public
benefit by individuals, corporations, and foundations (Barman, 2017), encompasses various
organizations, from formal foundations to informal community groups (Elson et al., 2018). A
growing emphasis on place-based philanthropy emphasizes the importance of addressing the
distinct needs of specific communities or regions (Levett, 2021). This approach is particularly
relevant in Atlantic Canada, where climate change impacts are highly localized and demand
tailored solutions (lvany, 2021). In Canada, various philanthropic organizations and foundations
play a central role in the philanthropic landscape. These include family foundations (e.g., the
Donner Canadian Foundation), corporate foundations (e.g., RBC Foundation, Suncor Energy
Foundation) (Squires, 2022; Ivany, 2021), and public foundations such as community foundations
and pooled resource organizations like the Canadian Women’s Foundation, all of which are vital
in mobilizing local resources for climate action (Elson et al., 2018). However, only organizations
registered with the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) as charities or non-profits qualify for
recognition within the country’s regulatory framework, with distinct criteria for each category
(lvany, 2021). As grant-making entities, foundations distribute private or corporate wealth to
support public-benefit causes, often through environmental, social justice, or community-focused



initiatives (Barman, 2017). lvany (2021) states that while these foundations aim to serve the public
good, their funding priorities are frequently influenced by the values of their founders or the
interests of the corporations that support them. As a result, the agendas of funded organizations
are often shaped by the preferences of funders, which may prioritize economically viable solutions,
such as clean growth, over more transformative approaches to environmental or social challenges
(Elson et al., 2018).

The Canadian Philanthropy Commitment on Climate Change, launched in 2021, shows the sector’s
proactive stance on climate action. This initiative calls on Canadian foundations to incorporate
climate considerations into their missions, focusing on regional resilience and aligning efforts with
Indigenous rights (lvany, 2021). Place-based philanthropy has since become instrumental in this
approach, as it enables foundations to bridge government funding gaps and fund sustainable,
community-driven solutions that address specific climate impacts in Atlantic Canada (Squires,
2022). Campbell (2019) notes that community-based organizations (CBOs), often supported by
philanthropic funding, are particularly well-suited and situated to address climate issues at the local
level. Alongi and Tilghman (2021) emphasize that philanthropic organizations and foundations
with climate and environment programs typically employ four key strategies: granting and
regranting, policy advocacy, community organizing, and land conservation. In developing their
program strategy, some foundations are shifting their approach to prioritize allocating some
percentage of their grant-making to non-profit organizations operating at the grassroots level,
aiming to drive forward local solutions (Ramirez et al., 2022). As Campbell (2019) highlights,
these community-based organizations are uniquely positioned to push for meaningful climate
action at the local level. As government support decreases, philanthropic funding plays a crucial
role in enabling CBOs to undertake land conservation, community organizing, and resilience-
building efforts, addressing the pressing needs of rural and climate-vulnerable communities in
Atlantic Canada (Squires, 2022). This grassroots, place-based approach aligns broader
environmental goals with localized strategies, reinforcing philanthropy’s essential role in climate
adaptation (Ramirez et al., 2022).

The presence of both private and public foundations in Canada has catalyzed the formation of key
intermediary organizations designed to support the sector’s development through targeted policy
advocacy and educational programs (Elson et al., 2018). These organizations, structured into
resource networks, foster collaboration and enhance capacity-building efforts across the
philanthropic landscape (Ivany, 2021). Noteworthy examples include Community Foundations of
Canada, founded in 1999, which supports community foundations, and Philanthropic Foundations
Canada, established in 1992, which serves private foundations. Both organizations are
instrumental in strengthening the philanthropic sector in Canada and advancing its engagement
with social and environmental issues (Elson et al., 2018). The allocation of philanthropic resources
to climate change initiatives remains a topic of debate within the literature. Some scholars, such
as Ayers (2009), contend that a larger share of philanthropic funding is directed toward adaptation
efforts aimed at reducing the immediate impacts of climate change and supporting recovery in



vulnerable communities. In contrast, others, such as Antimiani et al. (2017), highlight significant
philanthropic investments in mitigation measures designed to reduce future climate risks.
However, the precise distribution of funds between adaptation and mitigation remains difficult to
ascertain. Furthermore, philanthropic funding for climate action in Canada is not evenly
distributed, with certain provinces, notably British Columbia and Ontario, receiving a
disproportionately large share of the resources (Squires, 2022).

Philanthropic foundations are increasingly directing resources toward climate initiatives that
integrate both adaptation and mitigation strategies within broader sustainable development
frameworks (Squires, 2022). These foundations are pivotal in supporting innovations in low-
carbon technologies, advancing systemic change, and empowering marginalized communities
through collaborative efforts (Hoicka et al., 2023). Additionally, many foundations are adopting
impact-driven investment strategies designed to generate financial returns and measurable social
and environmental outcomes (Barman, 2017). Despite these efforts, there remains a significant
need to expand the equity and scale of funding across various regions and sectors to address the
complex and multifaceted challenges posed by climate change (Levett, 2021). Although
philanthropic foundations are instrumental in climate action, their funding for climate-related
initiatives is relatively modest compared to other sectors, such as health and education (Ayers,
2009; Levett, 2021). Environmental funding accounts for only a small portion of total foundation
grants, with climate-focused projects receiving an even smaller share (Desanlis et al., 2021;
Squires, 2022). This disparity underscores the urgent need for increased philanthropic investment
in climate change mitigation, adaptation, research, and efforts to overcome the barriers that hinder
more effective climate action (Ackerman, 2009). In response, foundations increasingly embrace
innovative approaches like impact investing, which seeks to generate financial returns and
measurable social and environmental benefits (Colting-Stol, 2020). This growing focus on impact
investing reflects the expanding potential of philanthropy to drive meaningful and transformative
change in addressing the climate crisis.

Corporate foundations like Suncor Energy and RBC typically direct their climate change funding
toward initiatives that align with their business priorities and economic goals (Carroll et al., 2021).
For instance, Suncor Energy, a leading oil and gas company, has concentrated its funding on
carbon capture and storage technologies, which aligns with its commitment to continuing fossil
fuel operations (Levett, 2021). On the other hand, philanthropic organizations with a broader
environmental focus, such as the David Suzuki Foundation, have supported various climate change
initiatives in Atlantic Canada (lvany, 2021). These include renewable energy projects,
conservation efforts, and community-based adaptation strategies. They tend to direct resources
toward conservation and clean growth initiatives, which align climate action with economic
development. This often includes market-driven solutions, such as carbon offsetting and emissions
trading (Baird et al., 2015). For example, Carroll et al. (2020) observed that the Suncor Foundation
allocated 66.2% of its environmental funding to clean growth projects. This demonstrates the fossil
fuel industry’s influence in prioritizing emission reduction strategies that support low-carbon



technologies while promoting economic growth. Philanthropic foundations, therefore, aim to
support grassroots organizations by enhancing their autonomy and effectiveness rather than
controlling their mission or leadership (Carroll et al., 2021). Foundations help channel these
organizations into more professional activities, boosting mobilization for social causes, including
climate change. This approach focuses on facilitating the growth and impact of grantees to
contribute more effectively to climate action (Delfin & Tang, 2008).

Clark et al. (2018) note that foundations often act as intermediaries that shape the environmental
agenda by directing funds in ways that emphasize economic sustainability alongside ecological
goals. A notable example is the Canadian Environmental Grantmakers Network (now
Environment Funders Canada), which pools funds from various foundations and distributes them
to ENGOs (Colting-Stol, 2020). Corporate-linked donors’ interests often shape these grants’
direction, reinforcing a conservationist or clean growth-focused agenda. This funding dynamic
results in a concentration of resources among a small subset of ENGOs, particularly those with
missions focused on conservation and clean growth (Pearson, 2020). In 2017, nearly half of all
environmental philanthropic funding was directed toward conservation-focused organizations,
with large grants disproportionately supporting clean growth initiatives (Levett, 2021; Baptista &
Perovich, 2020). Carroll et al. (2020) observed that although only 3.3% of donations to
environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) went to clean growth organizations,
these donations accounted for 9.5% of total funding. This pattern reflects a preference for
“affirmative” solutions, such as habitat protection and emissions reduction, which address the
immediate symptoms of environmental issues without challenging the underlying economic
systems that drive climate change. Foundations partner with organizations in science, education,
health, and the environment to contribute to research and strengthen community resilience (Squires
et al., 2022). Their hybrid grant-making models blend top-down and participatory approaches,
identifying effective projects and fostering inclusivity in climate action (Colting-Stol, 2020). An
example is the Community Foundations of Canada (CFC), which supports the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) through planning, granting, and producing Vital Signs reports to
inspire community foundations. Their work strengthens community resilience and promotes
partnerships to address local and global challenges, including climate change. CFC’s collaborative
approach highlights the role of philanthropy in driving community-driven, impactful climate
action (Hale, 2010).

Role of Different Actors

Barman (2017) states that philanthropy involves three main types of donors: individuals,
foundations, and corporations. In North America, individuals contribute the largest share of
charitable donations, accounting for about 70% of all contributions. For instance, in 2023,
individuals donated approximately $374.40 billion, which made up 67% of total charitable giving
in the United States (Barman, 2017; Nisbet, 2018). People can donate either during their lifetime
or as a bequest after they pass away (Nisbet, 2018). This substantial level of individual



philanthropy depicts the vital role that personal donations play in supporting various charitable
initiatives, highlighting the impact of individual contributions in fostering social and
environmental change. Barman (2017) distinguishes between “mega” donors, who give large
sums, and “mass” donors, who give smaller amounts. Foundations are another key source of
philanthropy (Carroll et al., 2020), contributing 15% of charitable donations in North America
(Barman, 2017). There are different types of foundations: Independent foundations are funded by
one person, family, or corporation; community foundations are funded by many donors and focus
on local needs; and operating foundations, like museums, use their endowments to run their own
programs (Bednar et al., 2018; Barman, 2017). Corporations also give money and goods through
their own foundation or directly, making up about 5% of all charitable giving (Michaelowa et al.,
2020). Many companies encourage employee donations through payroll deductions, matching
gifts, and volunteer programs (Baird et al., 2015). Corporate giving is often part of a company’s
broader Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) efforts, focusing on how they treat their
stakeholders (Barman, 2017).

In Atlantic Canada, diverse actors, including philanthropic organizations, CBOs, NGOs, and
private sector contributors, play pivotal roles in financing community-level climate action.
Philanthropic foundations, such as the Ivey and McConnell Foundations, have been instrumental
in funding renewable energy initiatives, environmental conservation projects, and local resilience
programs, particularly for rural and vulnerable communities (Reeder et al., 2020; Carroll et al.,
2020). Community-based environmental organizations (CBEQs) partner with local communities
on climate adaptation projects, such as retrofitting infrastructure for climate resilience and
promoting ecosystem restoration, often engaging local leaders to enhance community ownership
and trust (Reeder et al., 2020). Foundations with environmental mandates have also supported
renewable energy projects, fostering the adoption of solar and wind technologies and encouraging
energy efficiency practices. These organizations act as intermediaries, channeling funds from
federal and corporate entities toward grassroots projects that directly address local climate
vulnerabilities (Clark et al., 2018).

In addition to foundations, corporate involvement in climate finance—though relatively modest
compared to public funding—supports “clean growth” initiatives through corporate foundations
and industry associations, focusing on reconciling environmental goals with economic interests
(Carroll et al., 2021). Bednar et al. (2018) state that local CBOs and NGOs often partner with
municipal and provincial governments to provide grassroots climate solutions. Initiatives such as
the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) and the Intact Centre on Climate Adaptation
(ICCA) offer valuable tools for conducting vulnerability assessments and providing resources to
support climate adaptation efforts (Bednar et al., 2018). The involvement of community-level
actors and the private sector portrays the growing trend toward a multi-stakeholder approach to
climate finance in Atlantic Canada. However, this approach often prioritizes business-oriented
“clean growth” solutions, which focus on market-driven environmental strategies, over more
transformative climate actions that address the root causes of climate change (Carroll et al., 2020).



Non-profit organizations, particularly environmental advocacy groups, have played an essential
role in promoting climate action by working with various levels of government—federal,
provincial, municipal, and Indigenous—as well as public agencies and the courts (Campbell,
2019). According to Carroll et al. (2020), these organizations have grown in response to changes
in government policy, stepping in to fill gaps in regulation and public services left by the state, a
process described by Goldman (2005) as the “neo-liberalization of civil society.” While these
organizations help advocate for marginalized and low-income communities, their work can
sometimes align with the interests of the state and corporations, especially when they receive
funding from these sources (Carroll et al., 2021; Ayers, 2009).

Carroll et al. (2020) assert that non-profit organizations in Canada commonly endorse the “clean
growth” model, which seeks to reconcile economic and environmental objectives within the
confines of the existing capitalist framework. This approach stands in contrast to Indigenous and
climate justice movements, which call for a just transition that centers on reconciliation,
community-led solutions, and energy democracy. Foundations and ENGOs that support clean
growth commonly collaborate with government actors at all levels, with Indigenous groups
asserting leadership in climate adaptation and land stewardship (Reeder et al., 2020). However,
climate financing is quite complex at the international level, incorporating funds such as the World
Bank’s BioCarbon Fund, Global Environment Facility, and Green Climate Fund. These initiatives
combine federal contributions with private and philanthropic funding to support sustainable land
use and renewable energy projects (Carroll, 2020). Development Finance Institutions (DFIs) and
multilateral development banks, such as the International Finance Corporation (IFC) and the
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), also play an instrumental role in
financing climate resilience projects, often in coordination with local governments and Indigenous
stakeholders (Michaelowa et al., 2020). Through initiatives like green bonds and public-private
partnerships, DFIs and Indigenous and municipal actors contribute to climate finance,
underscoring the critical role of multi-level collaboration for sustainable community-level climate
action (Clark et al., 2018).

This network of government, business, and charitable organizations supports strategies like carbon
pricing, using renewable energy, and nature-based solutions such as protecting forests and
wetlands. These approaches have gained broad political and financial support (Carroll et al., 2020;
Reeder et al., 2020). Their close connection to local contexts and stakeholders enables them to
deliver targeted programs while complementing government-led strategies, enhancing both the
effectiveness and scalability of climate resilience efforts (Ayers, 2009; Carroll et al., 2020).
Although federal and provincial governments allocate funding for climate adaptation programs,
these resources are often distributed through NGOs, foundations, and community-based
organizations to enhance local impact (Vogel, 2015). By leveraging the expertise and local
networks of intermediary organizations, this approach helps communities—particularly those in
rural and vulnerable regions—»build resilience to climate change (Squires, 2022). These
organizations support community-driven initiatives such as infrastructure retrofitting, ecosystem



conservation, and sustainable resource management (Colting-Stol, 2020). In addition, they
facilitate access to government climate funding, ensuring that programs are aligned with local
needs and broader government strategies, thereby increasing the effectiveness and scalability of
climate resilience efforts (Carroll et al., 2020).

Limitations and Challenges in Philanthropy Supporting Climate Action

Philanthropic foundations are essential in addressing climate change, both globally and locally
(Madénian & Neste, 2023). They have helped shape international climate policies and have
supported cities in taking action (Morena, 2023). These foundations have been vital in funding
climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts in vulnerable regions like Atlantic Canada
(Gamble, 2014). Their contributions help fund local projects that reduce emissions, build
resilience, and address the specific climate challenges in these areas, often filling funding gaps left
by governments (Lutter, 2010; Gamble, 2014). However, its potential to drive transformative
climate action is undermined by structural, operational, and ideological challenges (Delfin & Tang,
2008). These limitations constrain the sector’s capacity to foster equitable, systemic, and
sustainable solutions, revealing inherent inefficiencies in its current models and practices.

A fundamental limitation in philanthropy’s climate action efforts is the inequitable distribution of
resources across geographic regions (Squires, 2022). In Canada, philanthropic funds are
disproportionately allocated to economically developed provinces such as Ontario and British
Columbia, while regions like Atlantic Canada remain critically underfunded (Levett, 2021).
Despite being among the most climate-vulnerable areas—facing rising sea levels, extreme weather
events, and coastal erosion—Atlantic Canada receives only 2.7% of the country’s total
environmental philanthropic funding (Squires, 2022; Gamble, 2014). This disparity intensifies
socio-economic vulnerabilities, particularly in rural and Indigenous communities (Ivany, 2021),
which often lack the institutional capacity to compete for large-scale funding opportunities (Vogel,
2015).

Philanthropic funding mechanisms tend to favor urban-based organizations that can meet
conventional grant criteria such as measurable outcomes, established administrative structures, and
organizational capacity (Baptista & Adrienne, 2020). This preference sidelines smaller, remote
communities, leaving critical climate adaptation needs unmet (Squires, 2022). For instance,
underfunding in Atlantic Canada has hindered progress in sustainable fisheries, water
management, climate-resilient infrastructure, and forest conservation (Ivany, 2021). This neglect
perpetuates regional disparities, weakening national efforts to build equitable and comprehensive
climate resilience (Taylor & Blondell, 2023).

Another challenge lies in philanthropy’s prioritization of market-driven “clean growth” strategies,
such as renewable energy projects, carbon offset programs, and emission reduction technologies
(Carroll et al., 2020). While these initiatives contribute to incremental progress, they often fail to
address the root causes of environmental degradation, including economic inequality and
unsustainable consumption patterns (Madénian & Neste, 2023). This focus aligns philanthropic



goals with corporate and economic development agendas, often at the expense of transformative,
community-centered approaches (Michaelowa et al., 2020). In Atlantic Canada, the preference for
market-based solutions marginalizes rural and Indigenous communities, whose justice-oriented,
place-based solutions frequently diverge from the agendas of prominent philanthropic actors (
(lvany, 2021; Ramirez et al., 2022). These systemic socio-economic drivers of climate
vulnerability remain insufficiently addressed, limiting the potential for long-term structural change
(Aminur et al., 2024). The result is a philanthropic sector that reinforces existing power dynamics
rather than challenging them (Garcia, 2023).

Furthermore, philanthropic funding models often exhibit structural biases that favor established
organizations with significant institutional capacity (Baptista & Adrienne, 2020). Grassroots
initiatives—especially those led by low-income, Indigenous, or historically marginalized groups—
frequently struggle to secure funding, as they do not align with conventional grant criteria
(Ramirez et al., 2022). This bias diminishes the inclusivity of philanthropic interventions,
sidelining diverse perspectives in climate governance and decision-making. Grassroots initiatives,
however, are uniquely positioned to deliver place-based solutions tailored to local climate risks
and socio-economic conditions (Delfin & Tang, 2008). Expanding philanthropic support for these
initiatives would democratize environmental governance, fostering social innovation and enabling
communities to co-create climate adaptation strategies that reflect their lived experiences and
priorities (lvany, 2021). Without this shift, the transformative potential of philanthropy remains
constrained.

Philanthropy faces a significant limitation in its lack of diversity, which creates barriers for
grassroots organizations, especially those led by marginalized communities (Ramirez et al., 2022).
Many philanthropic foundations are controlled by wealthy, predominantly white individuals,
which shapes how they engage with social movements and impact vulnerable communities (Taylor
& Blondell, 2023). For example, Ramirez et al. (2022) found that less than 12% of environmental
funders are people of color, highlighting the racial disparity within the sector. This lack of diversity
can lead to bias, causing funders to overlook or misunderstand the needs of marginalized groups.
As a result, grassroots organizations, particularly in poorer areas, are often seen as too risky or
unprofessional to receive funding (Taylor & Blondell, 2023). Critics also point out that
philanthropy is deeply tied to historical injustices, such as slavery, colonization, and land theft,
which allowed wealth to concentrate in the hands of a few (Ramirez et al., 2022). This history of
accumulated wealth reinforces existing power imbalances and perpetuates inequality. Many argue
that the concentration of philanthropic power in the hands of wealthy individuals or foundations
exacerbates these injustices and perpetuates a system of unequal influence (Garcia, 2023). To
address these issues, there is a growing call for a shift toward more democratic, participatory, and
accountable forms of philanthropy (Ramirez et al., 2022; Garcia, 2023). Critics of
philanthrocapitalism emphasize the need for philanthropy to be more inclusive and transparent to
serve marginalized communities better and address pressing social issues. The challenge lies in



transforming giving models to make philanthropy more effective, equitable, and responsive to the
needs of those it aims to support (Barman, 2017; Garcia, 2023).

Philanthropic interventions often focus on short-term, measurable outcomes, such as the number
of people served or immediate project results (Lefévre & Fontan, 2017). For example, providing
disaster relief funding can be easily quantified by the amount of aid distributed (Clark et al., 2018).
In contrast, systemic change aims to address the root causes of issues, like advocating for policy
reforms, which, while measurable over time, are more challenging to quantify in the short term
(Lefevre & Fontan, 2017). While this approach is helpful for evaluation purposes, it can fragment
climate action efforts and overlook the deeper causes of climate vulnerability. Jensen and
Dowlatabadi (2018) show that while tiny, incremental solutions can be helpful, they often fail to
address more significant structural issues like economic inequality, political inaction, and harmful
economic systems. This issue is particularly evident in Atlantic Canada, where many rural and
Indigenous communities face significant barriers to adopting more transformative climate
adaptation strategies (Vogel, 2015). These barriers include limited resources, lack of technical
expertise, and reduced political influence. Short-term philanthropic projects with narrow goals can
worsen these inequalities, leaving communities unable to pursue comprehensive and sustainable
solutions for climate resilience (Carroll et al., 2021).

Traditional philanthropic models are often shaped by donor priorities, which tend to align more
with corporate interests or personal agendas than with the needs of marginalized communities
(Schenker & Stephan, 2014). Carroll et al. (2020) critique the neo-liberalization of philanthropy,
where the focus on measurable impacts and financial returns limits the sector’s ability to support
justice-driven solutions. Baptista and Perovich (2020) identify two key consequences of this
structural limitation: an overemphasis on technical fixes, like emission reduction technologies, and
reinforcing existing power imbalances by directing resources toward projects that align with donor
preferences. These practices restrict philanthropy’s potential to drive meaningful structural change
(Taylor & Blondell, 2023). In prioritizing projects that deliver immediate, measurable results,
philanthropic organizations often overlook the broader, long-term efforts needed to address
systemic inequalities and empower marginalized groups (Baptista & Perovich, 2020). This focus
on short-term outcomes can impede progress on deeper structural issues, limiting the potential for
sustained social change (Carroll et al., 2021).

Philanthropy holds significant potential to drive climate action and social innovation, particularly
in under-resourced regions such as Atlantic Canada (Colting-Stol, 2020). However, the sector’s
limitations—including inequitable funding distribution, reliance on market-based solutions, bias
against grassroots initiatives, fragmented focus, and structural barriers—constrain its ability to
fulfill this potential. To overcome these challenges, philanthropy must adopt a more inclusive and
transformative approach (Levett, 2021). This involves equitable allocation of resources to
historically underfunded regions, prioritizing community-led and justice-oriented initiatives, and
fostering long-term, systemic change (Carroll et al., 2020). As philanthropy directly addresses
these challenges and implements innovative strategies, it can drive meaningful progress in the fight



against climate change. This will help create a more sustainable and equitable future for Atlantic
Canada and communities worldwide.

Enhancing Philanthropy’s Role in Climate Finance

Philanthropy holds immense potential as a transformative force in addressing climate challenges
by empowering communities, fostering grassroots leadership, and addressing systemic barriers to
participation (McCarthy, 2004). However, to fully realize this potential, philanthropy must adopt
more inclusive, equitable, and collaborative approaches (Taylor & Blondell, 2023). Philanthropic
foundations significantly influence public policy by funding research, supporting policy
implementation, and evaluating impacts on communities (Michelson, 2021). Despite this, concerns
about legitimacy and accountability persist, particularly for private foundations that operate
without transparency regarding their wealth, allocation, and beneficiaries (Morena, 2016). Critics
like Barman (2017) and Carroll et al. (2020) argue that philanthropic practices often reflect the
broader functions of capitalism, potentially perpetuating inequalities. To address these concerns,
philanthropy should prioritize transparency and participatory governance models (Schenker &
Stephan, 2014). For example, Lefévre and Fontan (2017) emphasize the transformative potential
of participatory grant-making, where activists actively shape grant allocation. Such approaches
can dissolve the traditional donor-recipient dichotomy, ensuring resources align with community
priorities (Schenker & Stephan, 2014). This evidence shows that philanthropy’s effectiveness lies
in how resources are governed, not merely their scale.

Grassroots initiatives are indispensable for addressing localized climate challenges; however,
overemphasizing these efforts can hinder philanthropy’s broader impact (Ramirez et al., 2022).
Over-prioritization of grassroots solutions, however, often leads to fragmented interventions that
fail to address systemic drivers of climate vulnerability and inequality (Garcia, 2023). While
grassroots actions excel at meeting immediate community needs, they often lack the capacity and
scalability required to address structural climate governance challenges (McCarthy, 2004). For
example, grassroots initiatives have advanced local adaptation strategies in Atlantic Canada.
However, systemic issues like weak policy frameworks remain unaddressed due to insufficient
alignment between grassroots actions and higher-level governance (Gamble, 2014). To mitigate
this imbalance, philanthropy must adopt a dual approach of integrating localized actions with
systemic reforms (Barman, 2017). Collaboration between grassroots actors, larger institutions, and
national or international organizations is essential. Foundations can play an intermediary role,
bridging gaps and fostering alignment between community efforts and broader climate strategies
(Nisbet, 2019).

Philanthropic funding models must evolve from prescriptive practices, where external experts
dictate solutions, to more inclusive frameworks that empower local actors (Delfin & Yung, 2018).
Advocacy-focused strategies can amplify community voices, enabling grassroots actors to address
systemic barriers effectively (Garcia, 2023). This shift necessitates multi-year, unrestricted
funding to build grassroots organizations’ technical, administrative, and financial capacities



(Baptista & Perovich, 2020). Decentralized decision-making models provide a promising
framework for inclusive philanthropy. Drawing on natural ecosystems, where decision-making is
distributed rather than centralized, philanthropic networks can create adaptive, context-sensitive
interventions (Garcia, 2017). These approaches use the knowledge and skills of different people
and groups, helping to allocate resources responsively and effectively.

McCarthy (2004) pointed out that philanthropic funding has historically fostered a competitive
environment, which has led to a sense of scarcity among grantees, particularly in underfunded
areas like climate justice. However, the recent increase in climate funding offers a chance to move
from competition to collaboration (Desanlis et al., 2021). Foundations should focus on distributing
resources more equitably, especially to marginalized communities in underserved areas (Ramirez
et al., 2022). As philanthropic organizations prioritize partnerships over competition, they can
drive lasting change (Squires, 2022). Supporting advocacy and building community capacity can
also help people take active decision-making roles (Taylor & Blondell, 2023). This shift can move
philanthropy from charity to justice (Saifer et al., 2021), addressing systemic barriers and
strengthening communities for greater resilience (Garcia, 2023).

Discussion

The literature on climate finance and governance reveals several key themes, including the
significant role of philanthropy, the diverse contributions of various actors, and the urgent need
for a transformative approach. These themes will be explored in detail to provide insights into how
finance is a crucial component of climate governance, the role of philanthropy in funding
community-level climate action, and how principles such as equity, inclusivity, and innovation can
lead to sustainable and effective climate finance strategies.

Financing as a Core Element of Climate Governance

The literature shows that financing is the backbone of climate governance, shaping the scale,
scope, and sustainability of climate action. Financial mechanisms are key to advancing mitigation
and adaptation, supporting global commitments like the Paris Agreement, and driving action at all
levels (Michaelowa et al., 2020; Doelle & Munroe, 2012). However, gaps in financial
mobilization, coordination, and accessibility continue to hinder progress, highlighting the need for
adaptive governance and innovative financial tools. Often lacking resources for large-scale
initiatives, local governments rely on external funding, such as green bonds and public-private
partnerships (Vogel, 2015; Doelle & Munroe, 2012).

Carbon pricing, green bonds, and multilateral trust funds are critical to addressing the
implementation gap, but challenges remain. For instance, while carbon pricing is widely endorsed,
it is underutilized globally (Cleary & Willcott, 2024). Green bonds show promise, but their
integration into adaptation projects remains limited (Craft et al., 2013). Ensuring equitable
financial support for developing countries and vulnerable populations, as emphasized in the Paris
Agreement, is also crucial (Antimiani et al., 2017). Adaptive governance—characterized by



flexible, collaborative approaches—can improve resilience and financial planning (Bednar et al.,
2018). Local governments, like those in Halifax, play a critical role, but their success depends on
financial support from all levels (Doelle & Munroe, 2012). A hybrid approach combining top-
down and bottom-up strategies is essential for achieving comprehensive climate governance.

Financial strategies must be stable, equitable, and adaptable to bridge the gap between climate
ambitions and outcomes. Key actions include expanding carbon pricing, improving transparency
in multilateral funding, integrating adaptation into infrastructure financing, and leveraging
innovative tools like green bonds for private-sector investment. Addressing financial gaps is
crucial to achieving sustainable, resilient climate outcomes.

Influential Role of Philanthropy in Financing Community-Level Climate Action

Philanthropy is important in advancing climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts because
it provides flexible and targeted funding that complements public and private sector initiatives
(Squires, 2022). This is especially crucial in areas where traditional financial sources may be
limited or slow to respond (lvany, 2021). Philanthropy can support innovative, community-driven
solutions that may not align with government and business sectors’ immediate interests or
timelines, enabling quicker and more localized action (Levett, 2021). Additionally, philanthropic
funding often focuses on marginalized and vulnerable communities, ensuring that climate
resilience efforts are equitable and inclusive, reaching those most affected by climate change
(Nisbet, 2019). In regions like Atlantic Canada, which face highly localized climate vulnerabilities,
philanthropic organizations serve as crucial intermediaries, bridging gaps in government funding
and providing context-specific solutions (Gamble, 2014). These organizations, spanning the
private, corporate, and public sectors, employ various strategies—including grants, policy
advocacy, and community organizing—to drive climate action (Alongi & Tilghman, 2021). The
emphasis on place-based approaches in philanthropy allows global environmental goals to be
better aligned with local needs (Squires, 2022). This helps grassroots organizations tackle the
unique challenges faced by communities that are most vulnerable to climate change (Campbell,
2019; Ramirez et al., 2022).

Corporate foundations, such as those associated with RBC and Suncor Energy, often channel their
financial support into clean growth initiatives and low-carbon technologies, reflecting their
alignment with broader economic interests (Carroll et al., 2020). While these strategies may
encourage market-driven solutions promoting green technologies (Baptista & Perovich, 2020),
they also prioritize economically viable actions over more transformative or systemic climate
measures (Baird et al., 2015). This approach may inadvertently limit the scope of climate action,
particularly about social justice and equity considerations (McCarthy, 2004). Furthermore,
disparities in the geographic distribution of philanthropic funding—where provinces like British
Columbia and Ontario receive disproportionate shares—highlight the need for a more equitable
allocation of resources to ensure that vulnerable regions, such as Atlantic Canada, are not left
behind in the push for climate resilience (Squires, 2022).



Innovative approaches within the philanthropic sector, such as impact investing, have expanded
the potential for addressing climate challenges by linking financial returns with measurable
environmental outcomes (Colting-Stol, 2020). However, environmental funding remains a small
fraction of overall philanthropic expenditures despite these innovations, with climate-specific
initiatives receiving even less attention (Desanlis et al., 2021; Levett, 2021). This underinvestment
underscores the urgency of increasing philanthropic contributions to climate action, particularly in
areas such as research, adaptation, and mitigation, where financial resources remain insufficient to
meet the scale of the crisis (Ackerman, 2009). Foundations also function as important
intermediaries within the climate funding landscape, shaping environmental agendas through
strategic investments. For example, networks like Environment Funders Canada (EFC) help pool
resources to amplify the impact of grants, yet their focus tends to be on conservation-based
initiatives that may inadvertently sideline more systemic approaches to climate governance (Clark
et al., 2018; Pearson, 2020). While these funding strategies are critical for addressing immediate
environmental needs, they often fail to address the broader socioeconomic drivers of climate
change, which are central to the long-term sustainability of climate action (Baptista & Perovich,
2020).

Despite these limitations, philanthropic foundations remain essential in fostering cross-sectoral
collaboration, strengthening community resilience, and supporting innovative solutions that
integrate both adaptation and mitigation strategies within sustainable development frameworks
(Squires, 2022; Hoicka et al., 2023). When philanthropy supports community-led initiatives that
emphasize fairness and inclusion, it can play a crucial role in addressing the specific challenges of
climate change at the local level. Expanding the scale and inclusiveness of philanthropic
investments is essential to unlocking the sector’s full potential to contribute to both local and global
climate goals. In this way, philanthropy’s growing involvement in climate action can offer a
valuable opportunity to make meaningful progress toward a more sustainable and resilient future.

The Role of Different Actors in Climate Finance

Individuals, foundations, corporations, CBOs, and NGOs play essential roles in climate finance
(Carroll et al., 2021). Individuals contribute through donations and sustainable investments, with
over $1 trillion invested in green funds globally by 2023 (Antimiani et al., 2017; Tennant et al.,
2024). Foundations provide grants for research and local projects, contributing $3.6 billion in 2021
(Morena, 2023). Corporations invest in green technologies (Michaelowa et al., 2020), with $1.4
trillion spent on climate initiatives in 2023 (Madénian & Neste, 2023). CBOs implement local
solutions and manage a significant portion of climate funds, such as 40% of the Green Climate
Fund. NGOs help manage and direct climate finance, contributing $6 billion to climate action in
2022 (Carroll et al., 2021). Together, these actors ensure that resources reach those who need them,
driving effective climate action (Carroll et al., 2020; Michaelowa et al., 2020). Philanthropic
efforts, particularly in regions like Atlantic Canada, show the importance of multi-stakeholder
approaches that integrate public, private, and grassroots initiatives to address climate challenges.



The Role of Government

At all levels—national, regional, and local—governments are vital actors in climate finance,
driving policies, mobilizing resources, and fostering collaborations to address global and local
climate challenges (Vogel et al., 2020). Their role spans from setting international climate
commitments to implementing localized interventions, making them indispensable in the fight
against climate change (Bush & Lemmen, 2019). By strengthening coordination across different
levels of government, ensuring the equitable distribution of resources, and adopting inclusive,
justice-oriented approaches, governments can maximize their impact and ensure that climate
action is effective and sustainable (Bush & Lemmen, 2019; Vogel et al., 2020). Through these
efforts, governments have the potential to create a more resilient future by aligning climate finance
with the needs of vulnerable communities and addressing systemic barriers to action.

Individuals and Foundations in Climate Finance

Individuals are the dominant contributors to philanthropy in North America, accounting for nearly
70% of charitable donations, with foundations contributing 15% (Barman, 2017; Nisbet, 2019).
This pattern is observed globally, as individuals also play a significant role in charitable giving
across Europe and Asia (Papin & Beauregard, 2024), though the exact percentages may vary by
region. Foundations are key in financing community-driven climate initiatives, with independent,
community, and operating foundations funding local resilience programs, renewable energy
adoption, and ecosystem restoration projects (Carroll et al., 2020; Reeder et al., 2020). Foundations
like the Ivey and McConnell Foundations act as intermediaries, channeling federal and corporate
funds toward grassroots efforts that target climate vulnerabilities in rural and Indigenous
communities (Clark et al., 2018). Despite these efforts, philanthropic funding often reflects donor
priorities, which can limit support for transformative climate actions (Carroll et al., 2020). For
example, clean growth initiatives funded by corporate-linked foundations frequently prioritize
market-driven solutions such as renewable energy and carbon offset programs, sidelining justice-
oriented approaches that address systemic inequities (Baird et al., 2015; Ramirez et al., 2022).

Corporate Contributions and Private Sector Involvement

Corporate philanthropy, often linked to broader corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategies,
contributes approximately 5% of total charitable giving (Barman, 2017; Michaelowa et al., 2020).
Corporations like RBC and Suncor Energy support clean growth projects aligning environmental
goals with economic development (Carroll et al., 2020). While advancing renewable technologies
and emissions reduction, these initiatives are often critiqued for perpetuating existing power
structures and prioritizing incremental progress over systemic change (Baird et al., 2015).

Community-Based and Non-Governmental Organizations

CBOs and NGOs are pivotal in implementing localized climate solutions, partnering with
municipal and provincial governments to address vulnerabilities through retrofitting infrastructure,
conducting vulnerability assessments, and promoting sustainable resource management (Bednar



et al., 2018; Reeder et al., 2020). Their grassroots focus fosters trust and community ownership,
enhancing the effectiveness of place-based climate interventions. However, NGOs and CBOs often
operate within funding constraints, with resources disproportionately directed toward urban-based
organizations that align with donor preferences (Squires, 2022).

Multinational and Bilateral Organizations

Multilateral and bilateral organizations are crucial in mobilizing and allocating global climate
finance, supporting large-scale initiatives, and localized solutions (Michaelowa et al., 2020).
Entities like the World Bank, Green Climate Fund, and bilateral agencies such as USAID provide
resources for renewable energy, sustainable infrastructure, and capacity-building projects, often
partnering with governments, NGOs, and private sectors (Antimiani et al., 2017). However,
inequitable resource distribution, donor-driven priorities, and administrative barriers can limit their
effectiveness. Strengthening collaboration with grassroots and Indigenous organizations,
simplifying funding access, and integrating justice-oriented approaches are essential for
maximizing their impact and ensuring inclusive, equitable climate resilience (Baptista & Perovich,
2020; Ramirez et al., 2022).

Challenges and Limitations

Philanthropy’s potential to support transformative climate action is hindered by structural and
operational limitations (Nisbet, 2018; Morena, 2023). Funding disparities disproportionately affect
rural and climate-vulnerable regions like Atlantic Canada, which receive only a small fraction of
total philanthropic resources despite facing significant climate risks (Levett, 2021; Squires, 2022).
Additionally, donor-driven priorities favor measurable outcomes and market-based solutions,
limiting investments in systemic and justice-oriented climate actions (Carroll et al., 2020; Baptista
& Perovich, 2020). Though well-positioned to address local needs, grassroots initiatives often lack
the institutional capacity to secure funding, further marginalizing underrepresented communities
(Taylor & Blondell, 2023). Furthermore, philanthropic models emphasize short-term, fragmented
interventions, which impede long-term structural change and the pursuit of comprehensive climate
resilience (Lefevre & Fontan, 2017; Jensen & Dowlatabadi, 2018).

Toward a Transformative Approach

Philanthropy must strategically align with long-term climate goals, prioritize equity and
inclusivity, and foster collaboration across sectors to enhance its transformative impact.
Decentralized decision-making and participatory grant-making can empower marginalized groups,
democratizing resource allocation and fostering alignment with community priorities (Schenker &
Stephan, 2014; Garcia, 2017). Long-term, unrestricted funding is essential to build grassroots
capacity and support initiatives that reflect diverse lived experiences (Baptista & Perovich, 2020).

Additionally, philanthropy can balance localized grassroots actions with systemic reforms,
fostering collaboration between community actors, larger institutions, and government
stakeholders (Barman, 2017). Focusing on justice-oriented approaches and addressing the



structural drivers of vulnerability can allow philanthropy to go beyond its traditional role as a
financial intermediary. In doing so, it can become a key driver of sustainable and equitable climate
action (Saifer et al., 2021; Garcia, 2023). The role of different actors in climate finance illustrates
the complexity and potential of multi-stakeholder approaches to addressing climate challenges
(Carroll et al., 2021). While philanthropy has significantly contributed to localized climate action,
its effectiveness is constrained by inequities, structural biases, and donor-driven priorities. A
transformative shift toward equity-focused, participatory, and systemic strategies (Garcia, 2023)
is essential to unlock philanthropy’s full potential in climate finance, ensuring that all
communities, particularly the most vulnerable, benefit from sustainable and inclusive climate
resilience initiatives (lvany, 2021).

Conclusion

This review has explored the role of philanthropy in financing community-based climate action in
Atlantic Canada, highlighting its potential to complement traditional funding sources, such as
government and private sector investments, in addressing the region’s climate challenges. This
research addressed this gap by exploring finance as an essential component of climate governance.
It will examine the role of philanthropy alongside other funding sources in supporting community-
level climate action in Atlantic Canada. The study also explored how philanthropic contributions
can enhance resilience and adaptation efforts while identifying the limitations and challenges that
philanthropy faces in fulfilling its potential, especially in Atlantic Canada. Philanthropic
organizations have proven instrumental in supporting climate adaptation efforts, particularly in
areas where government resources may be insufficient or inaccessible. Their ability to fund
localized projects, often focusing on vulnerable communities, positions them as critical actors in
enhancing climate resilience.

However, several barriers limit philanthropy’s full potential in driving climate action. A significant
issue is the inequitable distribution of philanthropic resources, with less funding directed toward
vulnerable regions such as Atlantic Canada than more economically developed provinces. This
funding imbalance exacerbates existing climate vulnerabilities in these regions, restricting the
scope and effectiveness of local climate initiatives. Additionally, philanthropic funding often
prioritizes market-based solutions or large, established organizations, potentially sidelining
grassroots efforts and community-led projects that may be better suited to the specific needs of
local populations. Another key challenge lies in the stringent recognition and registration processes
for philanthropic organizations. The bureaucratic hurdles involved in registering and officially
recognizing smaller organizations—particularly those focused on local or grassroots climate
adaptation efforts—can impede their ability to access funding and operate effectively. These
barriers are especially challenging for organizations that work in underrepresented or neglected
communities, where smaller, community-led projects can be more flexible and better able to meet
the immediate needs of local people. Without greater flexibility in how philanthropic organizations



are recognized and supported, many local groups may struggle to secure the necessary resources
to implement climate solutions tailored to their contexts.

To enhance the effectiveness of philanthropy in addressing climate change, it is essential that
funding be more equitably distributed, with increased support for marginalized communities and
community-based organizations. Furthermore, recognizing and registering philanthropic
organizations should be streamlined and made more flexible, allowing smaller organizations—
especially those with a strong local presence and understanding of community needs—to access
funding and operate without undue administrative barriers. Philanthropic initiatives should also
prioritize projects that address systemic inequalities and social justice issues, ensuring that climate
adaptation efforts are inclusive and equitable.

Moreover, philanthropy should work more collaboratively with governments, businesses, and
other stakeholders to leverage expertise and resources, fostering innovative solutions to the climate
crisis. While philanthropy can support climate action, it cannot replace the need for sustained
public investment and comprehensive government policies. To maximize the impact of
philanthropic contributions, it is crucial to advocate for greater public-sector engagement and long-
term financial commitments to climate change mitigation and adaptation. By fostering stronger
collaboration between philanthropic organizations, government bodies, and the private sector and
ensuring that the process of recognizing philanthropic organizations is more flexible and inclusive,
a more sustainable and resilient future for Atlantic Canada can be achieved.
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