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Adaptation describes adjustments in
natural or human systems in responsc
to the impacts of climate change.® Until
recently, adaptation was a controversial
topic in climate change policy debates.
with many arguing that too much atten-
tion to adaptation—considered locally
focused, inexpensive, and beneficial only
in the short term—could detract from
more expensive mitigation efforts for the
global good. Tn his 1992 book, Farth in
the Balance, Al Gore says, “Believing
that we can adapt to just about anything is
ultimately a kind of laziness. an arrogant
faith in our ability to react in time.™

However, the tde is turning. Given
slow progress on miligation coupled
with evidence of greater and more rapid
impacts of climate change than those
previously expected by the IPCC. adapta-
tion is firmly on the international policy
agenda as a crucial supplement to mitiga-
tion. Signaling this change, Gore stated
in a recent interview with The Economist,
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“T used to think adaptation subtracted
from our cfforts on prevention. But I've
changed my mind. . . . Poor countries are
vulnerable and need our help.™

One growing proposal calls for a
community-based approach to adaptation.
Community-based adaptation operates at
the local level in communities that are vul-
nerable to the impacts of climate change.
Tt identifics, assists, and
community-based development aclivities
that strengthen the capacity of local people
to adapt to living in a riskier and less pre-
dictable climate. Moreover, community-
bascd adaptation generates adaplation

implements

involving local stakeholders and develop-
ment and disaster risk—reduction practitio-
ners. It builds on existing cultural norms
and addresses local development concerns
that make people vulnerable to the impacts

of climate change in the first place. Three
international conferences on community-
based adaptation have been organized by
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Men in Amtola, a low-lving village in the Mongla subdistrict of southern Bangladesh, prepare for floods by raising the level of a walkway

international organizations and think tanks
since 2005, with policymakers, researchers,
and development organizations among the
attendees.® Community-based adaptation
projects are now in operation in vulner-
able communities in developing and some
developed countries.

Yet fundamental challenges and uncer-
taintics remain about the interpretation of
adaptation policy, which in turn affects
the implementation of community-based
adaptation. What is adaptation to climate
change (versus more general climalic
variability)? Who or what adapts—and
how? How does community-based adap-
tation fit with larger-scale adaptation poli-
cies and programs? Early debates aboul
community-based adaplation, and adapta-
tion in general, are grappling with these
questions, In addition, examples in vulner-
able communities in Bangladesh help illu-
minate the role and value of community-
based adaptlation, its limitations, and its
potential to help integrate concerns about

through the village with mud. This and other development activities can help increase a community's resilience to climate change.
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vulnerability and development into wider
climate change policy.

Approaches to Adaptation

Adaptation was not a major part of the
debate when climate change came onto
the international policy agenda at the
UN General Assembly in 1988. Initial
approaches (o0 managing climate change
generally focused on mitigation through
reducing greenhouse gas emissions at the
source or increasing carbon sequestration
through reforestation and better land use
management.” The United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) in 1992 mentioned adaptation
only five times, never defining it.

Since then, adaptation has gained
standing within the international climate
change arcna. The Third Assessment
Report of the IPCC in 2001 showed that
climate change impacts are already hap-
pening because for the first time the [PCC
used observations over the previous 10
years rather than working solely on pre-
dictions.® Six years later, at the 13th Con-
ference of the Parties of the UNFCCC,
adaptation formed one of four steps of the
so-called Bali Roadmap, which paves the
way tor a post-Kyoto policy framework to
include adaptation alongside mitigation,
technology cooperation, and finance.”

Emerging from this policy context, the
most common approach to adaptation
considers how far processes of adaplation
can reduce dangerous impacts of climate
change and therefore defines the high-
est acceptable thresholds of greenhouse
gas concentrations. This approach also
supports adaptation practices that aim to
lessen the impacts ol increased atmos-
pheric greenhouse gas concentrations, for
example, through engineering and tech-
nological measures including new seed
varietics, water management, and early
warning systems basced on projections of
future climate conditions and an expect-
ed severity in events such as storms,
droughts. or tidal surges.'

Academic observers have described
this approach as the “pollutionist”™ view!''
because it focuses on informing climate
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and ather vulnerable coasial nations.

change policies that arc driven by control-
ling overall levels of grecnhouse gas con-
centrations in the atmospherc. bul & num-
ber of critics have questioned whether this
approach is always appropriate.'? First,
some observers have pointed out that
focusing on uncertain climate impacts has
slowed down adaptation practices because
potential victims of climate change and
aid donors are often reluctant to commit
to adaptation il they do not yet know
exactly what they are adapting to.
Second, large-scale engineering or
technological investments may not be
the most cost-cffective way to reduce
vulnerability to climate change.'? A long-
standing literaturc within development
studies' has argued that risks posed by
disasters and natural hazards are often
linked more to social, economic, and
even political factors in different contexts
rather than simply the size of physical
events such as storms and floods. In
this sense. social vulnerability to climate
change is inscparable from the develop-
ment context.'” Accordingly, measures
based on technology can only be partially
effective if they do not also address non-
climatic factors that are the underlying
drivers of vulnerability, which may vary
between local conditions. For example,
the implementation and effectiveness of
new droughl-resistant crop varieties is
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limited by their acceptlance in a commu-
nity, which in tum depends on costs and
availability of the seeds, access to fertil-
izer and other inputs, storage constraints,
ease of preparation, and even cultural
preferences for flavor'®

As a result of these concerns, a newly
forming, more development-oriented per-
spective to adaptation considers devel-
opment and adaptation risks as strongly
complementary. Under this approach,
adaptation is not only focused on antici-
pating enhanced physical risks associated
with increased greenhouse gas concentra-
tions. Rather, it also addresses develop-
mental needs such as improving access
to livelihoods and productive assets (o
increase the adaptive capacity of poorer,
more vulnerable people. Some observers
have said any adaplation intervention can-
not stand alone but must go hand-in-hand
with development, either through main-
streaming adaptation into development
(adaptation plus development), or even
by being synonymous with development
(adaptation as development).'” Adaptation
as development in effect implies that over-
all development is an effective contribution
to withstanding future climate change. This
form of development would include acts
such as achieving the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals of reducing poverty; enhanc-
ing education and health; improving living
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conditions; and providing access to finan-
cial markets and technologies [or poorer
countries, communitics within countries,
and even individuals."

Community-based adaptation takes the
approach of adaptation as development.
Responding to the concept that adaptation
is local and place-based. it addresses the
locally and contextually specified nature
of climate change vulnerability because
it takes place at local levels where people
encounter impacts, build adaptive capacity,
and respond. A community-bascd approach
considers that adaptation stratcgies must
be generated through participatory pro-
cesses, involving local stakeholders and
development and disaster risk—reduction
practitioners, rather than being restricted
Lo impacts-based scientific inputs alone. As
such, expertise in vulnerability reduction
must come from local community-based
case studies and indigenous knowledge of
locally appropriate solutions to climatic
variability and extremes.

Community-Based
Adaptation in Bangladesh

Bangladesh is frequently cited as onc of
the most vulnerable countrics to climate
change'? because of its flat and low-lying
topography and location on the coast al
the top of the Bay of Bengal. which make
it vulnerable (o cyclones and tidal surges.
Moreover, Bangladesh also sutfers from a
history of impoverishment, high popula-
tion density, weak political governance,
and a reliance of many livelihoods on
climate-sensitive sectors, particularly agri-
culture and fisheries.”® Many of the antici-
patcd adverse effects of climate change,
such as sea-level rise, higher lemperatures.
enhanced precipitation from monsoons,
and an increase in cyclone intensity. will
ageravate (he existing siresses that already
impede development in Bangladesh.™!

The international community has rec-
ognized Bangladesh as a particularly vul-
nerable country for some time, and the
country has rcceived disasler manage-
ment and adaptation support in several
sectors. Bangladesh has developed some
capacity for dealing with the impacts of
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1o protect against encroaching saltwarer, villagers in Amiola build houses on raised platforms

and collect freshwater reservoirs in clay pots called mokti.

climate change at the national level and
has mobilized policy response options
that deal with vulnerability reduction to
environmental variability in general and,
more recently, to climate change in par-
ticular. For example, Bangladesh was one
of (he first countrics to submil its National
Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA)
to the UNFCCC and more recently has
developed a national climate change strat-
egy (o deal with mitigation and adapla-
tion. At the same time, community-based
adaptation responses are emcrging both
autonomously and supported by NGOs
and local partners.

One example can be drawn from the
Gaibandba district in northern Bangla-
desh, which is covered by water during
the monsoon season, making it Impos-
sible to grow crops using traditional meth-
ods. The IPCC Fourth Assessment Reporl
notes that climate change will bring
oreater precipitation extremes, including
more intense monsoonal rainfall, which
will exacerbate flooding in Gaibandha.”
The international NGO Practical Action
is working with local communities in
this district to develop ways that farmers
can grow food on flooded land, using
a process of community-led identifica-
tion and prioritization of natural resource
management options and technologies.
Detailed consultation meetings, in addi-
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tion (o assessments of the needs, skills,
assets, and capacities of the community
through houschold surveys led o par-
ticipatory action plans of development,
which identificd a number of options for
tailoring existing and new technologies to
meet the needs of the community.®

For example, the innovative technology
of floating gardens, or hydroponics, which
villagers have taken up in many other
waterlogged and flooded areas of Bangla-
desh.?* has been introduced to Gaibandha.
A floating garden is built from a raft of
water hyacinth Lypically about 8 meters
long and 1 meter wide. The raft is cov-
ered with soil, compost, and manure, in
which vegelable secds are planted. The
raft will last just one year but can be used
as fertilizer during the dry season. To
ensure sustainability of the program. (rain-
ing and input support was tailored to the
particular profile of houschold members,
and technologies were accompanied by a
widespread climate change awareness pro-
gram.” The work in Gaibandha was partly
inspired by bad flooding in 2007, which
prompted organizations such as Practical
Action to look into long-term methods of
reducing vulnerability to inundation, as
well short-term disaster relief.

Villagers in Gaibandha use floating gar-
dens to grow vegetables such as bitler
gourds, green okra, and leafy greens, which
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