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Introduction 

 

This brief summarises some recent critiques of 

our responses to climate change and highlights 

the ways in which the global poor, who will 

suffer the most from climate change, are being 

further marginalised as a result of mitigation 

and adaptation responses, through hierarchies 

and social stratification at all scales. 

Understanding and responding to these 

resulting “insults and injuries of intervention” 

(Marino & Ribot, 2012, p. 327) is an important 

new component in achieving sustainable 

development in a climate-changed world, along 

with the ongoing need to understand root 

causes of vulnerability (Ribot, 2014), double 

exposure to climate change and globalisation 

(O’Brien & Leichenko, 2000) and the social basis 

of disasters (Sen, 1981; Wisner et al, 2004). 

 

Mitigation 

 

What we see, repeatedly, is that the negative 

externalities of projects that are targeted to 

mitigate greenhouse gas emissions fall on the 

most vulnerable groups in society. For example, 

the benefits of Clean Development Mechanisms 

such as REDD (Reducing Emissions from 

Deforestation and Forest Degradation) and 

REDD+ tend to accrue to outside interests, not 

local users, or lead to increased centralisation 

of entitlements (Corbera et al, 2007; Beymer-  
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Farris & Bassett, 2012) with many users 

excluded from forestry resources critical for 

their livelihood (Lyons & Westoby, 2014). The 

poorest groups are often displaced by 

renewable energy projects (de Sherbinin et al, 

2011), and in both rich and poor countries the 

geographically and politically marginalised are 

disproportionately exposed to the risks of 

radioactive waste from nuclear power 

generation (Shrader-Frechette, 1994), often 

promoted as a form of clean energy. Similar 

issues may arise with the proliferation of carbon 

capture and storage. 

 

Adaptation 

 

In an attempt to recognise the often 

marginalised yet resilient role of communities, 

donors have supported the implementation of 

adaptation projects, to protect wellbeing and 

livelihoods under climate change at the local 

level (McNamara, 2013). Community-based 

adaptation is an established field, with recent 

publications focusing on ‘scaling-up’ the lessons 

learned from such practices (Schipper et al, 

2014). 

 

However, this is without any critical analysis of 

the long term success of such interventions. 

Reflections on best practices and effective 

monitoring and evaluation of adaptation 

projects are still in their infancy (e.g. Conway & 

Mustelin, 2014; Lamhauge et al, 2012). 

Meanwhile, studies that extend back to the 

1950s in sociology have shown emphasising 

community is flawed from the outset, unless 

there is critical understanding of, and action to 

reverse, the social context and dynamics, 

governance structures and power relations that 

impact on vulnerability. For example, 
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community-based adaptation projects often 

ignore unequal access to livelihood resources 

and land tenure, particularly in parts of Asia, 

Africa and Latin America (Cannon, 2008), 

inequitable participation in decision-making 

processes (McDermott et al, 2013), and political 

disenfranchisement and elite capture (Dutta, 

2009). As such, these projects often favour local 

elites, create community rifts, deepen social 

differentiation and exclusion, and result in 

maladaptation (Ensor & Berger, 2009). Further 

ignored is the dark side of the social capital that 

enables community adaptation: downward 

levelling norms, exclusion, and excessive 

obligations and restrictions (Portes, 1998). 

 

For Whom? 

 

At a theoretical level, climate change responses 

at all scales are playing into, and reinforcing, 

ideas of the ‘Other’ (Said, 1978), allowing 

certain people to be more deserving of 

suffering: “humanity is thrust into pigeonholes, 

by which ‘we’ are human, and ‘they’ are not” 

(Bhabha, 1984, p. 93 quoted in Childs & 

Williams, 1997, p. 240). We, as residents in 

western nations with high adaptive capacity, 

tend to take for granted that certain 

populations are vulnerable and exposed, rather 

than acknowledge our role in uneven global 

systems of trade that produce these conditions 

(Ribot, 2014). Instead, governments are 

increasingly making exposed and vulnerable 

communities responsible for their safety and 

wellbeing, using resilience ideas to justify 

neoliberal policies and agendas (Cretney, 2014). 

Even more insidious and dangerous, is that 

these response to climate change can normalise 

conditions of poverty and exploitative power 

relations by having the goal of maintaining the 

status quo (Ribot, 2014). That is, while these 

responses attempt to prevent the negative 

impacts of climate change, they do not touch 

upon the negative impacts of social and 

geopolitical structures that came before and 

still exist. 

 

Incorporating concepts such as building back 

better, adaptation deficit and resilience 

addresses some of these problems. However, 

until the aspirations and well-being of the poor 

and marginalised are placed centre stage, 

deeply-entrenched colonial legacies and top-

down hierarchies will mean the most 

marginalised continue to suffer not only from 

climate change but also its questionable 

solutions. This raises the question of: mitigation 

and adaptation for whom? There is a desperate 

need for mitigation and adaptation 

interventions with the specific goal of improving 

the distribution of, and access to, power and 

livelihood resources. Anything else is scratching 

the surface at best, and at worse, deepening 

and endorsing pre-existing and damaging 

inequalities. 

 

Recommendations 

 

We make the following four recommendations 

to policy-makers and practitioners:  

1. Recognise that all climate change mitigation 

projects are not inherently positive, and 

find ways to urgently improve the equity 

aspects between and within countries; 

2. Work to critically understand, and respond 

to, community-level power dynamics when 

designing and implementing adaptation 

projects; 

3. Recognise that any development 

intervention takes a normative stance, and 

as such ensure that we work more explicitly 

to tease apart inequitable power relations 

that worsen poverty under climate change; 

and 

4. Explicitly recognise that the impacts of 

climate change, and our responses to such, 

will lead to a redistribution of access to 

rights and resources, and thus actively fight 

for an equitable redistribution of 

entitlements, not their further 

concentration in the hands of the already 

powerful. 

 

 



 

3 

 

References 

 

Bhabha, H. (1984). Representation and the 

colonial text: A critical exploration of some 

forms of mimeticism. In Gloversmith, F. (Ed.) 

The theory of reading. Harvester Wheatsheaf, 

Hemel Hempstead, UK. 

Beymer-Farris, B.A., & Bassett, T.J. (2012). The 

REDD menace: Resurgent protectionism in 

Tanzania's mangrove forests. Global 

Environmental Change, 22(2), 332-341. 

Cannon, T. (2008). Reducing people’s vulnerability 

to natural hazards: Communities and 

resilience. UNU World Institute for 

Development Economics Research, Helsinki, 

Finland.  

Childs, P., & Williams, P. (1997). An introduction 

to post-colonial theory. Prentice Hall, London, 

UK. 

Conway, D., & Mustelin, J. (2014). Strategies for 

improving adaptation practice in developing 

countries. Nature Climate Change, 4(5), 339-

342. 

Corbera, E., Kosoy, N., & Martinez Tuna, M. 

(2007). Equity implications of marketing 

ecosystem services in protected areas and 

rural communities: Case studies from Meso-

America. Global Environmental Change, 17(3), 

365-380. 

Cretney, R. (2014). Resilience for whom? 

Emerging critical geographies of socio-

ecological resilience. Geography Compass, 

8(9), 627-640. 

de Sherbinin, A., Castro, M., Gemenne, F., Cernea, 

M., Adamo, S., Fearnside, P., Krieger, G., 

Lahmani, S., Oliver-Smith, A., & Pankhurst, A. 

(2011). Preparing for resettlement associated 

with climate change. Science, 334(6055), 456-

457. 

Dutta, D. (2009). Elite capture and corruption: 

Concepts and definitions. National Council of 

Applied Economic Research, New Delhi, India. 

Ensor, J., & Berger, R. (2009). Understanding 

climate change adaptation. Practical Action 

Publishing, Rugby, UK. 

Lamhauge, N., Lanzi, E., & Agrawala, S. (2012). 

Monitoring and evaluation for adaptation: 

Lessons from development co-operation 

agencies. OECD Environment Working Papers, 

No. 38. OECD Publishing, Paris, France.  

Lyons, K., & Westoby, P. (2014). Carbon 

colonialism and the new land grab: Plantation 

forestry in Uganda and its livelihood impacts. 

Journal of Rural Studies, 36, 13-21. 

Marino, E., & Ribot, J. (2012). Special issue 

introduction: Adding insult to injury: Climate 

change and the inequities of climate 

intervention. Global Environmental Change, 

22(2), 323-328. 

McDermott, M., Mahanty, S., & Schreckenberg, K. 

(2013). Examining equity: A multidimensional 

framework for assessing equity in payments 

for ecosystem services. Environmental Science 

and Policy, 33, 416-427. 

McNamara, K.E. (2013). Taking stock of 

community-based climate change adaptation 

projects in the Pacific. Asia Pacific Viewpoint, 

54(3), 398-405. 

O’Brien, K.L., & Leichenko, R.M. (2000). Double 

exposure: Assessing the impacts of climate 

change within the context of economic 

globalization. Global Environmental Change, 

10(3), 221-232. 

Portes, A. (1998) Social capital: Its origins and 

applications in modern sociology. Annual 

Review of Sociology, 24, 1-14. 

Ribot, J. (2014). Cause and response: Vulnerability 

and climate in the Anthropocene. Journal of 

Peasant Studies, 41(5), 667-705.  

Said, E. (1978). Orientalism. Penguin, 

Harmondsworth, UK. 

Schipper, E.L.F., Ayers, J., Reid, H., Huq, S., & 

Rahman, A. (Eds.). (2014). Community based 

adaptation to climate change: Scaling it up. 

Routledge, London, UK. 

Sen, A. (1981). Poverty and famines: An essay on 

entitlement and deprivation. Clarendon Press, 

Oxford, UK. 

Shrader-Frechette, K. (1994). Equity and nuclear 

waste disposal. Journal of Agricultural and 

Environmental Ethics, 7(2), 133-156. 

Wisner, B., Blaikie, P., Cannon, T., & Davis, I. 

(1994). At risk: Natural hazards, people’s 

vulnerability and disasters (2
nd

 edition). 

Routledge, New York, USA. 

 

 


