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I. The situation of
 Indigenous Peoples in Asia

A. Background Context 
 W

hile governm
ents around the world continue to debate about policies and practices to address clim

ate change 
solutions, they pay little attention to the situation of indigenous peoples who are am

ong those m
ost affected 

by clim
ate change on the ground. Th

us indigenous peoples are com
pelled to act and respond im

m
ediately to 

clim
ate change im

pacts to reduce or m
inim

ize risk on their livelihoods. H
owever, they still have very lim

ited 
access to inform

ation and governm
ent facilities in term

s of financial or technological support at the national 
and local levels. 

M
any of the worlds’ rem

aining key biodiversity-rich and forested areas are those owned, occupied or m
anaged 

by indigenous peoples who m
aintain their social and natural resource m

anagem
ent system

s that are able to 
absorb or resist external shocks. Th

is is because indigenous peoples uphold a deep cultural and spiritual  
attachm

ent to their land, territories and resources. O
ver the centuries, indigenous com

m
unities have developed 

various coping m
echanism

s and adaptation strategies to collectively respond to change. 

Adaptation m
echanism

s developed by com
m

unities in response to change clearly outweigh state-designed  
adaptation strategies. For state adaptation plans to be m

ore effi
cient oriented and responsive to com

m
unity 

needs and priorities, governm
ents need to recognize indigenous knowledge and incorporate indigenous peoples’ 

perspectives on clim
ate change and disaster risk reduction in their policy fram

eworks. Th
is is the only way to 

ensure that indigenous peoples and their rights are properly considered, and their resilience enhanced in the 
long-term

.

B. Indigenous Peoples’ Assessm
ent of Clim

ate Change Im
pacts 

Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP), with the support of M
ISEREO

R initiated extensive awareness raising and 
participatory assessm

ents on risks, vulnerability, needs and priorities of indigenous peoples in 50 indigenous 
com

m
unities in five Asian countries, including Th

ailand, Lao, M
alaysia, Indonesia, and Philippines. 1 Assessm

ents 
showed that the m

ain risks induced by clim
ate change that are faced by these com

m
unities are floods, extended 

dry periods, droughts, tidal waves, increasing frequency and intensity of typhoons, whirlwinds, tsunam
is, volcanic 

eruption, earthquakes and landslides. Th
e extrem

e events are causing severe im
pacts on the com

m
unities, such 

as food shortage, scarcity of drinking water, soil and coastal erosion, m
alaria, pest infestation, destruction of 

agricultural fields, houses, and properties. M
oreover, com

m
unities often rem

ain cut off from
 basic support 

services for long periods.

H
owever, the project’s participatory assessm

ents also revealed that even though indigenous peoples are facing 
increasing disaster risk and exposure, they have intricate knowledge on how to cope with or adapt to changing 
clim

ate. 

M
ore than  the im

pact of clim
ate change, their  distress is from

 the  threat they face from
 the non-recognition 

of their distinct identities, denial of access to agricultural land and crim
inalization of traditional occupations,  

illegal logging, m
ining, and the intrusion of m

arket econom
y in their villages such as the fishing com

panies, tourism
 

and m
onocrop dependent farm

ing system
s. M

ore often now, they are concerned with their im
m

ediate 
needs, such as earning cash incom

e to m
eet their basic household requirem

ents and to afford their children’s  
education.
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Indigenous peoples com
prehend clim

ate change as an inevitable global phenom
enon where they have negligible 

contribution. But the denial of their rights and entitlem
ents has severe consequences to them

 which actually 
weaken or im

pair the practice of their adaptive capacities to change.

Th
is briefing paper is based on inform

ation and insights gained from
 the three-year project im

plem
entation,  

including the com
m

unity assessm
ents, as well as the two regional knowledge exchange program

s Adaptation 
Learning H

ighway (ALH
) participated by indigenous knowledge holders from

 9 countries in Asia  including  
Th

ailand, M
alaysia, Indonesia, Philippines, Lao PD

R, Vietnam
, M

yanm
ar, N

orth East India, and N
epal.  

D
rawing from

 these experiences, the paper is about collective responses on nature-based solutions, indigenous 
peoples’ adaptive strategies and m

easures to clim
ate change-induced hazards in South and South East Asia, as 

well as on socio-cultural and political barriers that ham
per the im

plem
entation of these practices.

“This year alone, we already experienced four floods and landslides in my village because of 
the typhoons, but we cannot leave our ancestral land. We will adapt to these hazards and risks 
disaster’’.- Benita Suguitan from  Canarem Village Palawan, Philippines  

Intimate Relationship with Nature: Traditional livelihoods of indigenous com
m

unities such as agriculture, 
livestock, fishery and other natural resources depend heavily on clim

ate and are sensitive and vulnerable to even 
m

inor weather changes. M
oreover, as their close relationship with nature form

s the basis of their socio-cultural 
system

s, their spirituality and identity as distinct peoples, effects of global warm
ing and adverse changes to the 

ecosystem
 threaten their physical and cultural existence. 

Poverty, Social and Economic Discrimination:  In addition, denial of their rights and entitlem
ents  

drastically affects or im
pairs indigenous peoples’ ability to cope with the im

pacts of clim
ate change, including  

the im
m

ediate afterm
ath of clim

ate change disasters. For exam
ple, they often experience unfair treatm

ent  
regarding urgently required em

ergency aid. Th
e loss of life and property frequently rem

ains unrecognized and 
unacknowledged by the m

ajority society. O
ften, poverty, as well as the lack of access to financial and technical 

resources and com
m

unication facilities m
akes it m

ore diffi
cult for them

 to cope with the negative consequences 
of natural hazards. 
Impacts on W

omen:  Vulnerabilities are not equally distributed between and even within com
m

unities, and 
often indigenous wom

en are disproportionally affected by clim
ate change im

pacts and disasters. Indigenous 
wom

en are not only the m
ain food providers for their fam

ilies, but also responsible for dom
estic chores, including 

fetching, storing and distribution of water. W
ater shortage forces wom

en to search for water sources in long 
distances from

 their hom
es. In case of em

ergency, they are often left behind as they face prohibitions to leave 
the house unaccom

panied, or because they have to care for the children and the elderly. 
Exclusion from decision making process: Indigenous peoples are m

ade vulnerable, on one hand, by their  
continuing lack of involvem

ent in decision m
aking processes as well as in the design and im

plem
entation 

of m
itigation initiatives at the national, regional and international levels. O

n the other hand, clim
ate change 

policies political processes and regulations often also exacerbate the negative effects of clim
ate change on 

indigenous peoples. Th
ey prevent indigenous peoples from

 successfully responding and adapting to changes 
and weaken their coping strategies and thereby their resilience. For exam

ple, poorly designed agricultural  
policies and clim

ate change m
itigation m

easures can weaken the custom
ary rights of indigenous peoples to 

their lands and natural resources, such as the conversion of indigenous peoples’ land into m
ono-cropping plan-

tations (bio-fuels), or the state’s declaration of protected areas in their territories without their consent that pose 
serious threats to their food security, traditional knowledge and social-cultural integrity. 

In this sense, the lack of integration of indigenous voices into clim
ate change policy also often involves the 

crim
inalization of indigenous peoples’ sustainable agricultural practices. M

oreover, there are cases of forced 
evictions or displacem

ent of indigenous peoples from
 their traditional territories as a result of m

itigation m
easures 

such as the creation of protected areas. O
ften, indigenous peoples report that the threats posed by clim

ate change 
m

itigation policies are even m
ore detrim

ental to them
 than clim

ate change itself. As a consequence, clim
ate 

change policies often exacerbate diffi
culties already faced by vulnerable indigenous peoples, such as their  

discrim
ination, political and econom

ic m
arginalization, and the encroachm

ent on their land and resources. 3 As 
they are often deprived of resources for their physical and cultural survival, their capacity to deal with hazards 
is further weakened.

C. The Specific Vulnerability of Indigenous Peoples to N
atural Hazards 

Indigenous peoples are disproportionately affected by clim
ate change, and their greater vulnerability is rooted 

in a range of different factors 2 largely external or on weak policy im
plem

entation.
Geographical location: Indigenous peoples often inhabit physically isolated, risk-prone and exposed  
ecosystem

s which are m
ost threatened by clim

atic uncertainties and extrem
e weather events (typhoons, floods 

and droughts), occurring with increasing frequency and intensity such as in the case of Coron in the Philippines 
and Kum

o Island in Indonesia.  
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II. Indigenous Peoples’ Practices  
 

on Clim
ate Change Adaptation,  

 
Disaster Risk Prevention/

 
Reduction in Asia

M
any indigenous com

m
unities in Asia pursue their own strategies to cope with the adverse effects of clim

ate 
change. O

ver generations, they have preserved and passed down their traditional knowledge and practices 
to prepare for, cope with and m

anage clim
atic changes. Th

eir practices have evolved based on their intim
ate  

relationship and direct experience with the environm
ent and spiritual and cultural belief system

s.

A. Conservation efforts to ensure food security and food sovereignty
Indigenous food system

s are always supplem
ented by the resources from

 the surrounding environm
ent which 

is protected and m
anaged sustainably by indigenous com

m
unities. O

ften, they develop diversified resource 
bases, allowing them

 to draw on various alternative food sources rather than depend only on one. M
oreover, as 

a response to increasingly unpredictable clim
ate patterns, indigenous com

m
unities are developing m

easures to 
protect their resources from

 harm
ful practices and pollution by continuously im

proving their regulations and 
m

onitoring activities.

 
• 

Changes in the weather pattern, such as storm
s and extended dry periods with an increasing  

 
 

frequency and intensity threaten the agricultural productivity and food security of indigenous  
 

 
com

m
unities in N

orthern Th
ailand (e.g. Karen, Lisu, Lahu, H

m
ong). Th

eir plight is com
pounded  

 
 

by governm
ent restrictions to practice shifting cultivation which is their traditional livelihood. As a  

 
 

response, the indigenous peoples in Th
ailand have collectively decided to preserve their traditional  

 
 

crop varieties and started to collect seeds, to docum
ent their quality and quantity and to set up hom

e  
 

 
gardens that will serve as com

plem
entary food or gene banks to field agriculture, and host a variety  

 
 

of different crops and herbal plants. For them
, it is a strategy to ensure their food security in the face  

 
 

of clim
ate uncertainties and the restriction to practice rotational farm

ing. According to them
,  

 
 

traditional crop varieties are m
ore resistant to varied weather conditions and can withstand such  

 
 

changes. M
oreover, the seed diversity has cultural and spiritual significance and plays a key role in the  

 
 

com
m

unities’ health and therefore is a way of safeguarding their food sovereignty.

S
e
e
d
 c

o
lle

c
tio

n
 b

y
 T

h
a
i I

P
s

E
x
p
o
s
u
r
e
 a

t T
a
g
a
l s

ite
 d

u
r
in

g
 A

L
H

 in
 S

a
b
a
h
, M

a
la

y
s
ia

T
a
g
a
l F

is
h

 
• 

O
ne of the indicators of healthy environm

ent for indigenous peoples is good quality of w
ater.  A

quatic  
 

 
resource m

anagem
ent system

s are a part of traditional resource m
anagem

ent am
ong indigenous 

 
 

groups w
here resources are nurtured and harvested for com

m
unity food supplem

ent. In this system
,  

 
 

the com
m

unity as a whole develops norm
s and regulations for harvesting and m

anaging the  
 

 
resources. In the upper M

ayog, Sabah, M
alaysia, com

m
unities practice the “Tagal System

 “where the  
 

 
river is divided into red, yellow and green zones to designate areas of different degrees of access to  

 
 

riverine resources . Th
e red zone is a strictly prohibited zone of the river that serves as a sanctuary for  

 
 

aquatic life, whereas green zone is regulated but open to the whole com
m

unity and yellow zone is a  
 

 
special reserved zone for pregnant wom

en, elderly or sick person. Th
e com

m
unity protects the  

 
 

catchm
ent and water runways from

 sewage and other pollutions. Sim
ilar practices of water resource  

 
 

m
anagem

ent and the conservation of aquatic lives of indigenous groups in Th
ailand are called Lue Tee  

 
 

in Karen and Achaluwa in Lisu. Practices sim
ilar to Tagal, Lue Tee and Achaluwa are called “Sasi” in  

 
 

Indonesia. Th
rough the Sasi system

, Pagu and Gura com
m

unities in N
orth M

aluku protect and  
 

 
m

aintain m
angroves as spawning and foraging areas for aquatic lives. As adaptation m

easures and to  
 

 
protect their m

ain sources of food and food sovereignty, com
m

unities have access and none access  
 

 
zones for fishing and classified m

angrove types and species based on their traditional knowledge.  
 

 
Th

ey have com
e up with m

arine biodiversity and traditional resource harvesting inventories to avoid  
 

 
over exploitation of resources. M

oreover, they are putting trem
endous efforts to m

onitor overhar 
 

 
vesting from

 fishing com
panies and pollutions from

 m
ining com

panies.
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B. Cultivation practices as natural barriers and shields
Certain plant species can serve as natural barriers and shields against clim

ate change-induced natural disasters.

 
• 

In Sabah, M
alaysia, the indigenous D

usun of the Upper M
oyog Com

m
unities face heavy precipitation  

 
 

and floods. M
oreover, widespread soil erosion in the area (e.g. caused by large-scale rubber  

 
 

plantations) leads to m
ore frequent landslides, causing dam

age to houses and crops. As a counter  
 

 
m

easure, the com
m

unity m
em

bers m
ake use of traditional knowledge while planting. Th

ey practice  
 

 
m

ixed plantation of cassava and bam
boo species in landslide prone areas. Th

e soil binding rooting  
 

 
system

 of the bam
boo protects the area against landslide and prevents further erosion while cassava  

 
 

serves as food source for the com
m

unities. Further, D
usun com

m
unities have system

atically planted  
 

 
banana trees as natural fire breaks (M

ongulat) and  as preventive m
easure against droughts and forest  

 
 

fires that destroy their crops, natural and forest resources. Banana plants contain a high proportion of 
 

 
water, which prevents the fire from

 spreading further. At the sam
e tim

e, it is a nutrient-rich food crop.
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• 

In N
orthern M

aluku, Indonesia, Gura com
m

unities face widespread coastal abrasion and erosion,  
 

 
tidal waves, tsunam

is, floods, and typhoons. As counter-m
easure to this trend of hazards, the  

 
 

com
m

unities reinforce shoreline protection by system
atically engaging in m

angrove plantation and  
 

 
restoration work, building Talud (wave breakers) and drainage system

s based on their traditional  
 

 
knowledge. Besides serving as natural shield and protection from

 the hazards and risks, m
angroves  

 
 

are also spawning areas or sources of food.
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• 

In the m
ountain region of N

orth East India, strong winds and extended dry period or drought are  
 

 
a com

m
on phenom

enon. Th
e N

aga com
m

unities plant bam
boo for windbreak and the native banana  

 
 

variety in the catchm
ent or water source areas. Th

e banana crops discharge continuous supply of  
 

 
water in the areas where found. Besides having several m

edicinal values ,the stem
 and flower serve as  

 
 

food supplem
ent, fodder or dye and the leaves are used as wrapper,

C. Conservation of N
atural resources based on ethical, religious and spiritual values

 
• 

In Vangm
a, Lao PD

R, com
m

unities are hit by drought and water scarcity. Th
us, they have established  

 
 

forest conservations areas and undertaken huge aforestation efforts aim
ed at the developm

ent of  
 

 
a “green com

m
unity.” Th

ey have established a forest conservation area and planted m
ixed varieties of  

 
 

tree crops to provide an additional organic food source that enhances their food security in the face  
 

 
of natural hazards. According to their traditional belief system

, the protection of nature and forest  
 

 
im

plies the attainm
ent of spiritual knowledge and social harm

ony. Besides, they also want the future  
 

 
generations to inherit a green village with a rich forest and without food and water scarcity.

      • 
“I have organized my villagers and we planted about 5000 saplings, a mix of fruit  

 
bearing and other tree species. Doing this gives me a sense of fulfillment for my spiritual life”. 

  
-Khamyeun Samphachit, Chief of Vangma Village, Sangthong, Lao PDR

 
• 

In Coron Islands in N
orthern Palawan, Philippines, the traditional concept and practice of  

 
 

TeebSurubliyen of the Tagbanuas refer to the “territorial sea inherited from
 the ancestors.” It is  

 
 

considered as the hom
e of the spirit-a giant Panyaan or giant octopus. Th

is belief m
akes the sea  

 
 

around Coron Island a sacred site and only designated areas are accessible for fishing and foraging.  
 

 
O

ther areas are protected as fish sanctuaries or carefully avoided or respected as zone. By  
 

 
identifying their Teeb Surubliyen and consistently m

anaging these as sacred, the local com
m

unity  
 

 
helps in preventing the entry of com

m
ercial fishing and m

itigating the harm
 that poses risks to life  

 
 

and livelihood.

 
• 

In Im
ugan village, N

ueva Vizcaya in the Caraballo m
ountain range of the Philippines, the area is  

 
 

frequently hit by typhoons and landslides. Th
e Ikalahan-Kalanguya com

m
unities have m

aintained a  
 

 
forest reservation which is the pride of the com

m
unity, and they regularly m

onitor the health of the  
 

 
forest. Th

ey do so by identifying key stones and indicator species in the forest. Th
ey have developed  

 
 

well-regulated harvesting plans, and they pay respect to the spirits of the forest when they harvest  
 

 
forest resources. Th

e com
m

unity has developed an effi
cient land use plan and practices m

ulti–tier  
 

 
land use patterns in accordance with the elevation slopes. Th

ey m
aintain the top elevation slope as  

 
 

a catchm
ent forest, the m

iddle elevation for agro forestry or orchards, and the subsequent elevation  
 

 
for settlem

ent with hom
e gardens and paddy fields at the bottom

 valley. O
wing to rich forest cover,  

 
 

the com
m

unity is rich in water resources, and is m
indful of the people living downstream

.
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D. Early w
arning and M

onitoring System
s

For early warning and preventive m
easures, navigation and m

onitoring, indigenous peoples rely on nature  
(bio indicators), such as reading and understanding the behavior of anim

als, birds and insects or natural objects 
surrounding them

.

 
• 

Am
ong the Pagu and Gura com

m
unities in Indonesia, “N

anaku” is the sign of nature and anim
al  

 
 

behavior to determ
ine the changes in the season. “N

anuka” is the knowledge to predict an event that  
 

 
will occur based on the knowledge of their experiences before. According to their reading, the  

 
 

arrival of Korehara (local nam
e) birds to the m

angrove area on the islands of Kum
o, Tagala and  

 
 

Kakara, is a sign of change of wind direction and the beginning of the rainy season. Likewise, the  
 

 
com

ing of the M
aleo birds (M

acrocepalon m
aleo), is a sign of change in the sea water level. Th

e  
 

 
typical sound of this bird indicates the significant changes in the sea level. Interestingly, the arrival  

 
 

of the Luo-luo (local nam
e) birds to the m

angrove area on the islands of Kum
o and Kakara indicates  

 
 

the abundance of fish in the sea, as these birds com
e to the islands to find food (fish). People often use  

 
 

this sign to find the species of fish that will be caught in the sea. Sim
ilar to N

anuka is “M
angele,” the  

 
 

knowledge to observe the position of the clouds above M
ount D

ukono which is presently an active  
 

 
volcano. According to their reading, if the clouds are straight and thick that covered the top of the  

 
 

m
ountain, it is an indication of strong winds, big waves, and very strong currents. People m

ust not  
 

 
venture into the sea or go fishing during such weather conditions.

 
• 

Pagu and Gura com
m

unities also read the signs of a tsunam
i this way: If there is sudden low tide with  

 
 

strong sm
ell of salt from

 the sea, the em
ergence of sea bubbles in large quantities followed by a loud  

 
 

roar from
 the sea with high black and long wave. People who see the signs will hit the “toleng-toleng,”  

 
 

a com
m

unication tool m
ade of bam

boo or iron and hit it loudly and repeatedly as a sign of im
pending  

 
 

danger on the island.
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• 

For the Tangkhul com
m

unity In N
orth East India, the advent of giant earthworm

s after the dry  
 

 
period is a sign of rain. Th

e com
m

unities predict drought by the behavior of anim
als that live in  

 
 

burrows for exam
ple, the erratic appearance of pangolin towards the end of winter or beginning of  

 
 

spring is a sign of drought or late m
onsoon, while the high content of m

oisture level (urine) in their  
 

 
burrow is a sign of good rain. Th

e annual clim
atic forecast of the com

m
unity is done by observing the  

 
 

weather pattern during the seed sowing festival towards the end of January. Th
e com

m
unity identifies  

 
 

two types of rain pattern called “rem
”. 4 Th

eir prediction is m
ore related to the average weather  

 
 

conditions like the optim
al rain that will result in good harvest, drought or changes of rain pattern  

 
 

that will disturb the plantation period or flowering period of their crops.
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• 

In N
asaonang village in Laos, the K’H

m
u and Puan com

m
unities have developed their own flood  

 
 

m
onitoring system

 as a response to frequent floods, drawing on their traditional knowledge and  
 

 
experiences. Th

ey use bam
boo sticks to regularly m

easure and m
onitor the water level in the river.  

 
 

Based on the changes of the levels, they are able to predict danger and to warn the com
m

unity  
 

 
in tim

e.

E. Traditional Techniques to Protect W
ater Source 

 
• 

In Bhotang village, Sinthupalchok D
istrict of N

epal, it is a tradition of indigenous com
m

unities  
 

 
(Gurung, D

anuwar, Tam
ang, and N

ewar) to build and m
aintain ponds to preserve water resources.  

 
 

Th
ese water conservation ponds store water and replenish groundwater reserves. Th

e traditional way  
 

 
of constructing a pond is entirely based on local knowledge, m

aking use of very cost-effective tools  
 

 
(e.g. specific plant species) and technologies (e.g. the storage of rainwater or groundwater). Th

e  
 

 
traditional practices bear high value for the off-seasonal use, guaranteeing water availability throughout  

 
 

the year. Besides being an im
portant water resource, the water repository has intangible values and  

 
 

high cultural, aesthetic, and spiritual significance. Th
e plantations around the pond serve as strong  

 
 

wind break and protect hillsides from
 soil erosion and landslides during the rainy season, which are  

 
 

som
e of the m

ain problem
s in hilly areas. At the sam

e tim
e, the traditional and indigenous plantations  

 
 

provide shade and m
oist soil suitable to grow sm

aller plants. Th
e area serves as a favorable habitat for  

 
 

m
any plants and anim

al species, e.g. as a shelter for birds, insects, and am
phibians.

 
• 

In N
asaonang village, Santong D

istrict, in Laos, K’H
m

u and Puan com
m

unities have constructed  
 

 
a sm

all dam
 in order to im

prove off-season irrigation. Th
e villagers collect water during the rainy  

 
 

season and use it during the dry season or during droughts for their livestock and agricultural field.  
 

 
Th

e water storage m
akes them

 less vulnerable to extended dry period.

F. Traditional building and soil retaining technologies

 
• 

O
n 5 M

ay 2014, an earthquake m
easuring 6.3 on the Richter scale struck the northern part of  

 
 

Th
ailand. H

undreds of aftershocks caused significant infrastructural dam
ages and destroyed houses,  

 
 

tem
ples, schools, roads, and bridges. Several hundred indigenous households of the Lisu, Akha, Lahu,  

 
 

Karen, M
ien, and Bisu peoples in N

orthern Th
ailand were adversely affected by the earthquake. In  

 
 

D
oiLan, one of the earthquake-stricken indigenous Lisu villages in Chiang Rai Province, the quake  

 
 

caused m
uch destruction, including dam

age to m
any concrete houses. In contrast, traditional Lisu  

 
 

houses were flexible and strong enough to resist earthquakes. Traditional Lisu houses are m
ade of  

 
 

locally available resources like wood and bam
boo and technology based on their knowledge, are cost-

 
 

effi
cient and resistant to earthquakes.

 
• 

M
ud house technique is com

m
on am

ong m
any indigenous groups but is now being replaced  

 
 

by concrete building. H
owever in N

epal, m
any com

m
unities build their houses using locally available  

 
 

insulating m
aterials such as m

ud, bam
boo or boulders m

ixed with straw or cow dung for walling  
 

 
and thatch for roofing. Th

ese types of house regulate room
 tem

perature, keeping cool in sum
m

er and  
 

 
warm

 in winter.
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Ikalahan and Ifugao com
m

unities in the Philippines and the N
aga com

m
unities in N

orth East India.  
 

 
W

ith good judgm
ent on the type or quality of the soil, the wall is done m

eticulously by squarely 
 

 
placing slabs of rocks one over the other to retain soil in m

ost inhospitable or rugged slopes and  
 

 
terrain. Th

e technology allows water seepage while keeping the soil from
 erosion and landslides. Th

is  
 

 
tim

e-tested practice of hydraulic engineering is proof of pure indigenous traditional sense and  
 

 
knowledge.
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G
. Com

m
unity-based disaster m

anagem
ent m

easures

 
• 

N
orthern M

aluku, Indonesia: Th
e Pagu Com

m
unity faced flood, drought, earthquakes, whirlwinds,  

 
 

typhoons, forest fires, and m
alaria. Th

ey conducted an inventory of services available in various  
 

 
departm

ents for em
ergency response and started with land restoration activities, building tem

porary  
 

 
shelter, shoreline protection and wave breaks. O

n their island, the Pagu com
m

unities have a zoning  
 

 
system

 with rules within each zone. Each zone has a local nam
e according to the function, such as  

 
 

“Gorua zone” (Protection zone), “Tagerobongo zone” (rehabilitation zone I), “D
owora zone”  

 
 

(rehabilitation zone II), “M
odorou Berera zone” (rehabilitation zone III) and use zone. Th

is zoning  
 

 
system

 is to protect against the exploitation of natural resources and to avoid disaster or hazard from
  

 
 

abrasion or erosion.

 
• 

Sabah, M
alaysia: Th

e com
m

unity is com
ing up with a protocol on land use, listing good practices,  

 
 

zoning of resource use, and using only organic pesticides and fertilizers.

 
• 

N
asaonang village, Santong D

istrict, Laos: In response to the frequent floods in their areas, the K’H
m

u  
 

 
and Puan indigenous peoples have built a bridge based on their traditional knowledge. All three  

 
 

com
m

unities, consisting of K’H
m

u, Puan and Tai dam
/Tai deng indigenous peoples have created  

 
 

wom
en savings groups. Th

e groups allow wom
en to take loans from

 the groups’ savings, and to gain  
 

 
a greater degree of control and recognition. According to their financial abilities, all villagers contributed  

 
 

to the bridge construction. Th
us in case of flooding, the bridge allows the com

m
unity to cross the  

 
 

river to reach a safe area, and to quickly relocate their livestock and property.
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and a sm

aller num
ber of indigenous Bote peoples. In 2009, the village was hit by a m

assive landslide  
 

 
that caused the loss of lives and property, washed away farm

lands and destroyed houses. O
ffi

cial  
 

 
em

ergency relief actions by the governm
ent were not im

m
ediately available. Th

e local indigenous  
 

 
peoples rescued m

any disaster victim
s by bringing them

 into the safety of the nearby stone caves  
 

 
which they are fam

iliar with, as they used these as storage for crops and as shelter during the rainy  
 

 
season. O

nly indigenous peoples are knowledgeable about the caves, while outsiders largely avoid  
 

 
them

 for fear of danger.

D
espite the vast body of knowledge that indigenous peoples have accum

ulated, governm
ents, policy m

akers, 
developm

ent agencies and disaster m
anagem

ent institutions continue to system
atically overlook and discard 

indigenous knowledge and the indigenous peoples’ sustainable and effective clim
ate change adaptation practices 

and innovations, often in favor of “W
estern” scientific technologies of disaster response and risk reduction.



III. M
ajor Legal and Institutional  

 
Barriers Preventing Indigenous

 
Peoples from

 Im
plem

enting
 

Disaster M
anagem

ent and
 

Prevention Initiatives

Th
e governm

ents’ lack or non-recognition of indigenous peoples threatens the latter’s security and right to land 
and resources and further weakens their capacity to deal adequately with natural disasters. D

ue to the lack of  
recognition and protection by States, the security of their persons, their properties, land and resources are  
constantly under threat.

For exam
ple, Th

ailand’s national laws do not recognize and protect the rights of indigenous peoples and their 
distinct identities. M

oreover, approxim
ately 296,000 indigenous peoples are still not in possession of Th

ai  
citizenship. 5 Accordingly, they have no or lim

ited access to governm
ent services, health and education facilities. 

Th
e absence of citizenship also deprives them

 of other basic rights, such as the right to unrestricted travel, and 
to vote. Th

ey cannot own land, and are therefore m
ore vulnerable to forced evictions and relocation. W

ith the 
lack of tenure rights and the violation of land rights, social vulnerability to natural hazards also increases. W

ithout 
legal recognition, indigenous peoples thus face m

ultifold barriers to the im
plem

entation of their traditional 
clim

ate change adaptation practices.
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B. Political M
arginalization

Th
eir political m

arginalization additionally weakens the capacity of indigenous peoples to adapt to environm
ental 

hazards as they frequently lack inform
ation on clim

ate change policies and interventions and have no voice 
in decision-m

aking processes. Th
eir needs and priorities are easily ignored because their full and effective  

participation in the design, im
plem

entation and evaluation of m
itigation and adaptation m

easures at the local, 
national and international levels is lim

ited. Accordingly, adaptation plans often do not benefit them
, and  

instead, even strengthen existing inequalities. Political processes and regulations also prevent indigenous  
peoples from

 successfully adapting to changes and weaken their coping strategies and resilience. 6

Th
e m

arginalization of indigenous peoples from
 clim

ate change policy and decision-m
aking processes is 

also m
irrored in the lack of references to existing indigenous traditional knowledge on clim

ate change in the  
international clim

ate change discourse. Th
eir adaptation strategies, skills and know

ledge rem
ain largely  

ignored by the technical and scientific approaches of the clim
ate change policy apparatus.

In som
e countries, the over-all political situation, e.g. civil and political unrest, poses additional challenges 

to the situation of indigenous peoples and ham
pers them

 to apply their clim
ate change adaptation m

easures. 
For exam

ple, in Sabah, M
alaysia, tensions caused by nationwide elections led to dissent am

ong com
m

unity 
m

em
bers as well as the disengagem

ent of indigenous leaders from
 com

m
unity activities that could falsely be 

attributed as politically m
otivated, often out of fear of jeopardizing their positions.
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A range of socio-cultural and political obstacles as well as legal and institutional barriers lim
it the capacity of 

indigenous peoples to effectively cope with the im
pacts of clim

ate change and natural disaster. Th
ese factors  

aggravate the already existing vulnerability of indigenous peoples and m
ake it im

possible for them
 to  

im
plem

ent their disaster risk reduction and adaptation strategies.
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C. Expansion of Protected Areas and Denial of Access to Livelihood Assets
Th

e enactm
ent of various laws and the dem

arcation of protected areas (e.g. national parks, conservation  
forests, or wildlife sanctuaries) in indigenous territories without the indigenous peoples’ consent have severe 
im

pacts on the com
m

unities residing in the forests. Th
e state forest regulations have led to a dram

atic reduction 
of their agricultural land and the practice of agro-ecology traditional cultivation practices, like the shifting 
cultivation. Th

ough there is solid evidence that the indigenous peoples’ practice of shifting cultivation is  
enhancing biodiversity and providing livelihoods and food security to indigenous com

m
unities, it is considered 

as a m
ajor cause and factor of deforestation and forest degradation by states, and thus, legally prohibited in m

any 
countries in Asia. 7 Th

e indigenous peoples’ loss of access to natural resources is associated with loss of their 
traditional occupations, knowledge and practices. M

oreover, there are cases of forced evictions or displacem
ent 

of indigenous peoples from
 their traditional territories. Violent evictions frequently result in hunger, poverty 

and depression, and the forest dwellers often face various hum
an rights violations such as arrests, threats, and 

seizure of land by m
ilitary and forestry offi

cers. To cite, in June 2014, Th
ailand’s N

ational Council for Peace 
and O

rder (N
CPO

) issued a Policy on the Reclam
ation and Restoration of Protected Areas nationwide (N

CPO
  

O
rders 64/2014 and 66/2014). 8 O

ne of the policy’s m
ain objectives is to increase the forest areas to 40%

 within 
ten years. Th

ough the N
CPO

 has claim
ed that the O

rders’ m
ain targets are investors and large-scale land  

encroachers, m
any sm

all-scale farm
ers in Th

ailand’s N
orth and N

ortheast were prohibited from
 using their 

farm
land, land plots have been confiscated, and the villagers were to receive court sum

m
ons for alleged 

encroachm
ent or for possessing illegal logs. 9 In Septem

ber 2014, national park offi
cers enforcing the order  

destroyed rice and corn fields of the indigenous Lisu of H
uay H

ok village in the H
uay Num

 D
ang National Park, 

causing anxiety and distress am
ong the villagers, as this posed serious threats to their food security.

D. Com
petition over Resources and Unsustainable Resource Extraction

Th
e continued depletion of land and natural resources through illegal logging, m

ining and plantations, 
contributes to gradual changes in clim

atic patterns, and thus, enhances the risk of natural disasters. 
In Sabah, M

alaysia, large-scale plantations, m
ining and logging operations as well as extensive land 

opening negatively affect the livelihoods of m
any Upper M

oyog com
m

unities. Th
e traditional Tagal 

system
 in N

otoruss village, for exam
ple, is threatened by a Chinese landowner’s hill cutting and  

construction operations as the m
uddy run-off of the hill-cutting activities cause widespread pollution 

of the M
oyog river.

In N
orthern M

aluku, Indonesia, PT Nusa Halm
ahera M

inerals (PT N
H

M
), an Australian gold m

ining 
com

pany, operates an open pit m
ine in the indigenous Pagu territory. PT N

H
M

 started its activity 
in 1997, without any consultation with the indigenous Pagu people. Th

e m
ining activities have been 

causing widespread pollution in the entire territory, as well as the loss of indigenous forests and  
livelihoods of local people. Several rivers and ocean areas in the Pagu territory have been poisoned 
with cyanide and m

ercury. Furtherm
ore, recurrent leaks at the wastewater disposal pipes of PT N

H
M

 
caused the contam

ination of Kobok and AkeTabobo rivers, the m
ain water and traditional food sources 

of the com
m

unities. A num
ber of villagers have reported health problem

s after the consum
ption of 

fish and water from
 the river. 10 Th

e exam
ples illustrate that the unsustainable practices of resource 

extraction industries threaten local livelihoods and com
prom

ise the rights and health of indigenous 
peoples. M

oreover, they further exacerbate the indigenous peoples’ particular vulnerability to clim
ate 

change and weaken their capacity to cope with natural hazards.Local Actions, Solution to Global Challenges
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IV. Creating Convergence:
 

Integrating Com
m

unity
 

N
eeds and Priorities

Th
ere is a growing awareness of the significant contribution of indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge and 

practices to finding solutions to clim
ate change for both m

itigation and adaptation, for disaster risk reduction 
and for the m

aintenance and prom
otion of biodiversity. H

owever, because indigenous peoples lack access to 
form

al governm
ental decision-m

aking bodies, their adaptation m
easures, rich indigenous knowledge, specific 

needs and priorities are often overlooked or discarded. Th
e lack of understanding and recognition of com

m
unity- 

based clim
ate change adaptation strategies and innovations are reflected in the often highly divergent  

perspectives of governm
ents and indigenous peoples. Th

e non-consideration of traditional knowledge leads to 
a m

ism
atch between disaster plans and priorities of the governm

ent and those of the com
m

unities. For exam
ple, 

as an em
ergency response system

, a com
m

unity intends to build a bridge in order to relocate their property 
and cattle in case of flooding, while the governm

ent intends to set up an autom
ated flood warning system

 in 
the area.

M
oreover, specific needs of com

m
unities are overlooked som

etim
es, leading to divergent prioritizations. To 

illustrate, the restrictions on the access to livelihood assets m
ay pose a bigger and m

ore im
m

ediate challenge 
for indigenous com

m
unities than the effects of clim

ate change, as they m
ay no longer be able to sustain their  

livelihoods. In this sense, it is crucial to identify com
m

unity needs and priorities, to assess the different perspectives 
of all stakeholders involved, as well as to develop strategies and m

easures to reconcile them
.

Th
e various good practices of indigenous com

m
unities in Asia show that indigenous peoples contribute  

significantly to the design of effective m
itigation and adaptation solutions, as they have developed affordable 

and practical m
easures based on their sound, tim

e-tested, traditional ecological knowledge. Indigenous  
peoples can be im

portant partners in m
itigation and adaptation planning due to their rich traditional knowledge 

and the vital role they play in the m
aintenance and prom

otion of biodiversity and the wider eco-system
. 

Th
us, G

overnm
ents at the national and local levels can genuinely learn from

 and work with indigenous  
com

m
unities, especially because of the years of experiences and practices in m

onitoring the effects and im
pacts 

of clim
ate change.

P
a
g
u
 w

o
m

e
n
 h

a
r
v
e
s
tin

g
 r

ic
e
., N

o
r
th

 M
a
lu

k
u
, I

n
d
o
n
e
s
ia

Local Actions, Solution to Global Challenges
Local Actions, Solution to Global Challenges

19
18

C
o
m

m
u
n
ity

 d
a
n
c
e
 in

 I
k
a
la

h
a
n
 V

illa
g
e
, N

u
e
v
a
 V

iz
c
a
y
a
, P

h
ilip

p
in

e
s



Local Actions, Solution to Global Challenges
20

1 Th
is M

ISERO
R-funded project on the prom

otion of traditional knowledge, techniques and innovations in com
bating clim

ate change is titled: ‘Building 
 

resiliency of indigenous com
m

unities on clim
ate change adaptation’

2 European Parliam
ent, D

irectorate-G
eneral for External Policies of the Union (2009) Indigenous Peoples and Clim

ate Change.http://cm
sdata.iucn. 

 
org/downloads/european_parliam

ent_study_on_indigenous_peoples_and_clim
ate_change.pdf

3 http://cm
sdata.iucn.org/downloads/european_parliam

ent_study_on_indigenous_peoples_and_clim
ate_change.pdf

4 Rem
 is a local rain pattern in the Tangkhul com

m
unities in N

orth East India that continues to rain for days non-stop in m
ultiple of 3 days which  

 
goes up to 12 days

6 http://cm
sdata.iucn.org/downloads/european_parliam

ent_study_on_indigenous_peoples_and_clim
ate_change.pdf

7 http://aippnet.org/index.php/publication-sp-2697/environm
ent/briefing-papers/1455-briefing-paper-on-shifting-cultivation-livelihood-and-food- 

 
security-new-and-old-challenges-for-indigenous-peoples-in-asia

8 W
hile O

rder 64/2014 stated that the encroachers into protected areas shall be punished according to the law, O
rder 66/2014 stated that the poor and  

 
settlers who have lived in areas

9 http://www.prachatai.com
/english/node/4618; http://www.prachatai.com

/english/node/4919
10 AIPP partners report :Alliansi M

asyarakat Adat N
usantara (AM

AN
)- Indonesia
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V. Conclusions and 
    Recom

m
endations

To G
overnm

ents
 

• 
N

ational policies should incorporate indigenous perspectives on clim
ate change and disaster risk  

 
 

reduction to develop a policy fram
ework that enhances the resilience of indigenous peoples and  

 
 

respects their right to self-determ
ination, right to participate in decision-m

aking and their right to  
 

 
their lands, territories and resources. It is crucial to engage indigenous com

m
unities in the design  

 
 

and developm
ent of clim

ate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction and prevention policies at  
 

 
the local, national, regional and international levels.

 
 

 
 

the process of incorporating successful indigenous knowledge into disaster reduction and prevention  
 

 
m

easures. In this context, it is crucial to consult with local com
m

unities about the im
pacts of clim

ate 
 

 
change, as well as about their specific issues, needs and priorities.

 
• 

States should recognize indigenous institutions and obtain the indigenous peoples’ free, prior and  
 

 
inform

ed consent before im
plem

enting clim
ate change adaptation solutions, e.g. disaster m

anagem
ent  

 
 

m
easures that im

pact on their traditional land and livelihoods.

 
 

 
 

that ham
per indigenous peoples from

 m
aking use of their effi

cient traditional knowledge and practices  
 

 
on clim

ate change adaptation, e.g. laws on protected areas.

 
• 

Potential im
pacts of resource extraction policies and activities on the rights of indigenous peoples  

 
 

and on their specific vulnerability to natural disasters have to be analyzed thoroughly and system
atically  

 
 

docum
ented.

 
 

 
 

vulnerability factors and adaptation practices of indigenous peoples in order to gain a deeper  
 

 
understanding of the link between clim

ate change-induced natural hazards and the situation of  
 

 
indigenous peoples.

 
• 

D
ata on hazards, vulnerabilities, risk assessm

ents and protection options have to be m
ade readily  

 
 

available to the indigenous com
m

unities in their indigenous languages, and the inform
ation has to be  

 
 

dissem
inated by appropriate (i.e.,traditional) ways of com

m
unication.

To Academ
e and Research Institutions

 
• 

Research is needed on the indigenous peoples‘ traditional knowledge and good practices related to  
 

 
disaster risk reduction and prevention, as well as on the specific vulnerability, needs and priorities of  

 
 

com
m

unities. Th
is includes also the elaboration of strategies on how to replicate successful practices  

 
 

in other contexts.

 
 

 
 

strengthened. W
hile scientific research focuses on certain segm

ents of the reality in a segregated,  
 

 
logical, and organized way, indigenous knowledge provides a m

ore holistic and com
prehensive  

 
 

picture of the situation. By closely intertwining both form
s of knowledge, com

plem
entary and  

 
 

synergetic effects can be achieved.

 
• 

A
 curriculum

 should be developed on indigenous knowledge and com
m

unity-based adaptation and  
 

 
disaster risk reduction.

To N
G

O
s

 
 

 
 

to im
prove the access of indigenous peoples to decision-m

aking processes. Th
ey should facilitate the  

 
 

interaction between indigenous peoples and governm
ents for the form

er’s prom
otion of their rights  

 
 

and disaster m
anagem

ent strategies.

 
 

 
 

exchanged and propagated at the regional and international levels.

 
 

 
capacities of the indigenous com

m
unities on clim

ate change and recent developm
ents in  

 
 

international negotiations.

To IPO
s

 
 

 
 

highlighting their role as stewards of the natural environm
ent and biodiversity, and their contribution  

 
 

to hum
anity as a whole.

 
 

 
 

international institutions and bodies to share their knowledge and successful practices for clim
ate  

 
 

change adaptation and disaster m
anagem

ent.

 
 

 
vulnerability assessm

ents to identify new or frequent hazards as well as enhance successful adaptation  
 

 
practices. Prevention and risk m

anagem
ent plans should be developed with the participation of all  

 
 

com
m

unity m
em

bers.
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