The role of traditional and local knowledge in climate change adaptation
A session at the 5th Global Conference on Oceans, Coasts, and Islands: Ensuring Survival, Preserving Life, and Improving Governance, May 3-7, 2010, at UNESCO in Paris.

Session theme:

The impacts of climate change pose threats to the survival of coastal communities worldwide. Particularly vulnerable are resource-dependent communities, including indigenous communities, in coastal areas and on small islands. In many cases these communities also possess traditional and local knowledge that may help them better adapt to the impacts of climate change. Some communities are using traditional knowledge to record their observations of climate change and its impacts on the environment. The value of these observations as a complement for scientific research is now being more broadly recognized, including by the IPCC and the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment. In addition to documenting environmental change, many communities are taking an active role in ensuring their survival through employing traditional and local knowledge to develop practical solutions for adaptation. These solutions often relate to improved bottom-up strategies for management of marine and coastal ecosystems and resources, which ultimately enhance the community’s capacity for survival in a changing world. These local responses can offer valuable insights for the rest of the world, and can be particularly effective when combined with national and international strategies for climate change adaptation.

Session Chairs:

Marjo Vierros – Traditional Knowledge Initiative (TKI) of the United Nations University – Institute of Advanced Studies (UNU-IAS)

Anne McDonald – UNU-IAS Operating Unit Ishikawa/Kanazawa (OUIK) 

Topics to be addressed:

The session will consist of 5 presentations (15 minutes each) as well as time for discussion. Each presenter will be asked to address how the management approach in question can help communities build resilience to the impacts of climate change. The proposed presentations are as follows (titles will likely be further refined):

· Communities, their knowledge and climate change adaptation – an overview –Marjo Vierros and Anne McDonald, UNU-IAS

· Building resilience through community-based marine resources management in Fiji – Mr. Aliferati Tawake, University of the South Pacific

· Restoring traditional coastal landscapes and fisheries through the  Japanese satoumi approach to management  –  Dr. Yoshitaka Ota, Japan Ocean Policy Research Foundation

· Adaptation to Climate Change on Carteret Islands of Papua New Guinea– Dr. Alphonse Kambu, UNEP

· Beaufort Sea Project for Climate Change: Impact and Adaptation to Climate Change for Fish and Marine Mammals in the Canadian Beaufort Sea – Ms. Magdalena Muir, Arctic Institute of North America
The presentation of case studies will be followed by a summary and extraction of preliminary lessons learned by the Chairs of the session.
SUMMARY OF THE TOPIC

Status

The impacts of climate change pose threats to the survival of coastal communities worldwide. Particularly vulnerable are resource-dependent communities, including indigenous communities, in coastal areas and on small islands. In many cases these communities also possess traditional and local knowledge that may help them better adapt to the impacts of climate change.

As a result of their close relationship with the land and sea, coastal communities (including indigenous communities) dependent on marine and coastal resources for their livelihoods have long been observing and reporting the impacts of climate change. The observed impacts include sea-level rise, coastal erosion, warming oceans, melting sea ice, salt-water intrusion, changing weather patterns, and degradation of coastal ecosystems. These observations provide an important source of climate history and baseline data and local scale expertise that is valuable for climate change research, including through the local verification of global models. The value of these observations as a complement for scientific research is now being more broadly recognized, including by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA).
While the observed climate change impacts threaten the livelihoods and survival of coastal communities, they are also providing a basis for creative local community-driven adaptation strategies that are already being implemented and tested in many areas. The majority of these adaptation strategies are based in some way on local and/or traditional ecological knowledge, and may involve modifying existing practices or restructuring a community’s relationships with the environment. Examples from coastal areas include altering land use and settlement patterns, rehabilitating coastal ecosystems, and employing traditional water conservation, soil management, and marine resource management practices, including closure of fishing grounds until a resource recovers. These locally-driven solutions are being shared through initiatives such as Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change and the Indigenous Peoples Climate Change Assessment. Community-based adaptation strategies are also being incorporated into government climate response programs, to complement expensive technology-based solutions.

The Way Forward: Recommendations to Decision Makers

Effective adaptation planning relies on the best available knowledge base, and the urgent need to respond to the pressures of climate change has put a premium on the generation, interpretation and use of information in this regard. Recommendations for a way forward include:

· Incorporate local and traditional knowledge, along with scientific information, into climate change assessment, monitoring and reporting on the national and international level.

· Provide support for bottom-up community adaptation strategies based on local and traditional knowledge in order to build resilience, preserve livelihoods and traditional ways of life.

· Integrate community adaptation strategies with broader government climate change response strategies and technologies in order to foster new partnerships and innovative ways of thinking.

· Build networks to share adaptation strategies between communities, with governments and the general public.
