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DEVELOPMENT OF HUMAN RIGHTS-BASED
APPROACHES TO CLIMATE CHANGE

 December 2005 – Inuit file petition with Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights alleging United States’ 
failure to curb greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
effectively violates Inuit’s human rights

 March 28, 2008 – United Nations Human Rights Council 
(UNHRC) adopts Resolution 7/23

 March 29, 2009 – UNHRC adopts Resolution 10/4 
officially enshrining link between climate change and 
human rights in international law



KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF DOMINANT
CONSTRUCTION OF CLIMATE CHANGE

 Constructed in and through natural science and 
technology (Demeritt 2001; Edwards 2001, 2010)

 Global (Demeritt 2001)
 Abstract (Hulme 2010; Sarewitz and Pielke 2000)
 Aversion to Type I error (Demeritt 2001)
 Strong hierarchy expert-lay hierarchy (Demeritt 2001)
 Commitment to developing increasingly complex 

computer models (which in turn should serve as the 
basis for policy decisions) (Demeritt 2001)



HOW DOES THE DOMINANT CONSTRUCTION OF
CLIMATE CHANGE INFLUENCE THE CLIMATE
DEBATE?
 Eclipses important questions of inequality with regard to both 

responsibility and adaptation ability (Demeritt 2001; 
Kamminga 2008; Swyngedouw 2010; Taylor and Buttel 1992)

 Further obscures differential impacts  (Demeritt 2001; Taylor 
and Buttel 1992)

 Fails to link GHG emissions to social and economic structures 
that drive them (Demeritt 2001; Hulme 2010; Sarewitz and 
Pielke 2000; Swyngedouw 2010)

 Aversion to precautionary action (Demeritt 2001)
 Debate heavily focused on scientific uncertainty  (Fletcher 

2009)
 Undermines credibility of natural science more broadly? 

(Fletcher 2009)



DATA AND METHODS

 Subset of larger dissertation project that employs both 
semi-structured in-depth interviews with policy makers, 
activists, and non-governmental actors as well as 
content analysis

 Findings presented today based on content analysis of 
UN resolution and proceedings, NGO publications, and 
legal reviews

 Particular focus on national and NGO submissions under 
Resolution 7/23

 Coded inductively using ATLAS.ti



OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS

 Human rights-based approaches to climate change 
invoke indigenous and social knowledge and shift focus 
to human dimension of climate change

 Challenges dominant construction of climate change on 
three fronts: scale, degree of abstractness, and 
orientation to uncertainty 



CHALLENGING DOMINANT CONSTRUCTION OF
CLIMATE CHANGE: DEGREE OF ABSTRACTNESS

 Human rights claims not concerned with environmental 
degradation in and of itself but with its human impact

 Requires translation of physical changes into what they 
mean for populations impacted

 Two translation strategies:
 Communicate meaning through focus on isolated

weather events 
 Deploy first person narratives



FIRST STRATEGY: FOCUS ON ISOLATED
WEATHER EVENTS

“The Torres Straight Islands, scattered across 22,000 square 
kilometers between Australia and Papua New Guinea, are 
home to more than eight thousand people.  Many live 
meters from the beach, sometimes less than one meter 
above sea level.  In early 2006, high tides, strong winds 
and heavy rain caused severe damage to half the region’s 
inhabited islands.  Homes were damaged, sewage systems 
flooded and belongings lost.  Islanders report such events 
as increasingly common.  The Yorke Island chairperson, Mr. 
Donald Mosby, in in no doubt that global warming is to 
blame. ‘You don’t have to be a scientist,’ he said, “not 
when you see meters of beach disappearing every week” 
(Friends of the Earth Australia Submission under 
Resolution 7/23) 



SECOND STRATEGY: USE OF FIRST PERSON
NARRATIVES

“To tell this study we have brought together the voices of 
two communities—scientists who study the impact of 
climate change, and the people who are suffering harm 
now…Ultimately the stories…quoted in this paper are 
empowering.  People are determined to survive the 
impacts of climate change.  Through them, we begin to 
understand that climate change is an added burden—yet 
another threat to their ability to cope with poverty.  It is 
interacting with existing problems and making them 
worse” (Oxfam International, Suffering the Science)



SECOND STRATEGY: USE OF FIRST PERSON
NARRATIVES

“We used to get three good rains.  Now we don’t even get 
two.  There’s no more rainy season, just the hurricane 
season.  As soon as people see clouds forming, they put 
together their stuff and head for the hills” (Gary Novamn, 
a farmer from Gonaives, Haiti, quoted in Oxfam 
International’s Suffering the Science)



SECOND STRATEGY: USE OF FIRST PERSON
NARRATIVES

“We used to get three good rains.  Now we don’t even get 
two.  There’s no more rainy season, just the hurricane 
season.  As soon as people see clouds forming, they put 
together their stuff and head for the hills” (Gary Novamn, 
a farmer from Gonaives, Haiti, quoted in Oxfam 
International’s Suffering the Science)



SECOND STRATEGY: USE OF FIRST PERSON
NARRATIVES

The Inuit Petition alleges: “[t]he deep, dense snow required 
for the igloo building has become extremely scare, forcing 
Inuit to rely on tents and cabins” (50)

Inuit narrative as evidence: “The snow is not the same 
anymore.  The bottom of the snow is a lot softer than it 
used to be.  It’s no good for igloos anymore.  [Twenty years 
ago] we used to be able to stop anywhere we needed a 
place to sleep just to build an igloo and sleep in that igloo.  
And nowadays you can’t just find good snow anywhere.  In 
[those] days we used to find them anywhere” (50)



LINKING GHG EMISSIONS TO SOCIAL AND
ECONOMIC STRUCTURES THAT DRIVE THEM

The International Indian Treaty Council describes the 
“core and ongoing causes of climate change” as “[t]he 
dominance of an industrialized market-based system of 
‘development,’ which now includes the commodification 
and appropriation of natural resources” (International 
Indian Treaty Council submission under Resolution 7/23)



DISCUSSION

 Potential to positively impact climate debate
 Invites greater public participation by challenging-

expert lay hierarchy
 Potential to generate “hot crisis” (Ungar 2000)
 May break political gridlock



AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

 How are claims about the social world rendered 
credible?

 How are indigenous and social knowledge and natural 
science reconciled?

 How are human-rights based approaches to climate 
change impacting the architecture of the climate 
regime?



FIRST STRATEGY: FOCUS ON ISOLATED
WEATHER EVENTS

“When Hurricane Mitch landed in Honduras in 1998, 
wealthy households had greater exposure; however 
poor households lost proportionally more.  Among 
affected households, the poor lost 15% to 20% of their 
total assets, while the rich only lost 3%.  Impact is also 
dependent upon gender: male-headed households 
rebounded quickly due to greater access to new homes 
and sources of livelihood, while female-headed 
households struggled to find work and leave the 
disaster-shelters” (Cameron 2010, 709)
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Part I: Introduction

How are local understandings of climate change and 
perceptions of risk involved in vulnerability and 
adaptation planning? 

We present perspectives on cultural theory of risk and 
adaptation to climate change in two climate-
sensitive regions:
1. Koyukuk-Middle Yukon Region, Alaska
2. Nanumea, Tuvalu



Part 2: Cultural Theory and Adaptation 
to Climate Change

 Grid/Group Theory 
(Douglas, Thompson, 
Wildavsky)

 Myths of Nature 
(Holling, Thompson)

Cultural Theory of Risk
Four “Ways of Life” and Myths of 
Nature



Cultural theory and climate change

 Belief in causes, consequences, and need for mitigation
 E.g., Worldviews shape the climate risks in which people are 

prepared to believe (Hulme 2009)
 Predicts risk perception

 E.g., Cultural theory is a stronger predictor of risk perception and 
policy preference than sociodemographic variables (Leiserowitz
2006, Pendegraft 1998)

 E.g., “Cultural cognition risk” perception congenial to values; 
correlation between climate change, disposal of nuclear wastes, 
and concealed handguns (Kahan et al. 2010)

 Institutional response
 E.g., Institutional “failure” (O’Riordan and Jordan 1999)
 E.g., “Clumsy” institutions can incorporate elements of each 

worldview for more universal success (Verweij et al. 2006)



American’s Knowledge about Climate 
Change (Leisertowitz 2010)

Leiserowitz, A., N. Smith, and J. R. Marlon (2010), Americans' Knowledge of Climate Change, Yale University, 
Yale Project on Climate Change Communication,, New Haven, CT.



Part 3: Vulnerable Regions: Alaska and 
Tuvalu

 Climate change and geographically remote, 
natural resource-dependent communities 

 Shared characteristics and considerations
Experienced based vs. abstraction
Subsistence and natural resource management  

sensitivity
Water and food insecurity



Nanumea, Tuvalu

 Polynesian culture & language
 National independence from 

Britain in 1978
 Population: Tuvalu ~ 12,000              

Nanumea ~600
 Low-lying coral atolls

 5° - 10° S, 176° - 179° E
 Land area: 25.65 km²

 Climate change impacts
 Sea level rise
 Precipitation patterns



Koyukuk-Middle Yukon Region, Alaska

 Koyukon Athabascan Indians

 Alaska U.S. territory 1867 and 
statehood  1959

 Pop. ~2000

 Taiga and boreal forest

 Climate Impacts
 Significant warming temps
 Thinning ice
 Permafrost melt/lake drying
 Changing seasonality/precip

patterns





Indigenous Worldviews

 Egalitarian
 Communal social 

structure (land ownership, 
access to resources)

 Nature as Ephemeral
 Hutlaanee – taboo, self-

restraint
 Luck – self-created 

through personal actions

 Egalitarian
 “Unity of heart”

 Nature as ephemeral
 Toku – preparedness
 Taumalo – tests of 

preparedness

Koyukon Athabascans, Alaska Nanumea, Tuvalu



Part 4: Cultural Responses to Climate Change-
Water security in Nanumea

 “Water security involves protection of vulnerable water 
systems, protection against water related hazards such as 
floods and droughts, sustainable development of water 
resources and safeguarding access to water functions and 
services” (UNESCO-IHE).

 Water is a limiting factor
 Fragile freshwater lens

 Increasing needs

 precipitation change (no model ag

 Reliance on rain catchment systems
 Nearing end of expected lifespan

 Current drought response: water rationing, community sharing



Water security in Nanumea

 Dependence on external 
aid is in conflict with 
community preferences 
for more secure water 
supply

 External development 
agencies lack incentive

 No investment 
threatened inhabitability 
of atolls becomes self-
fulfilling prophecy



Food security in Interior Alaska

 Food security: “all people, at 
all times, have physical and 
economic access to sufficient, 
safe and nutritious food to 
meet their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an 
active and healthy life” (FAO 
1996) 

 Moose most important wild 
food for winter food security

 Fall moose hunt affected by 
climate change-caused 
seasonal changes and 
constrained by regulatory 
system

McNeeley, S. M., and M. D. Shulski (2011), Anatomy of a closing 
window:  Vulnerability to changing seasonality in Interior Alaska, 
Global Environmental Change,  In Press, Corrected Proof.



Food security in Interior Alaska

 This fall it was so warm that the moose just didn't 
move…we just saw one moose track out of 70 miles 
because the animals were up in the hills, back in the 
lakes, so they just weren't moving. (Western Interior 
Regional Advisory Council (WIRAC) transcripts October 
2005)

 There is some agreement that additional data is 
needed before a determination could be made 
concerning that recent warmer-than-normal fall 
temperatures are part of a long-term climatic pattern.  
(P.D. USFWS OSM, WIRAC March 7, 2006)



Part 5: Conclusions and Next Steps

 Cultural Theory can extend beyond climate change belief and mitigation 
through GHG reduction to help broaden understanding vulnerability and 
adaptation.
 For both the Alaska and Tuvalu cases, their communities ability to adapt is 

constrained by groups who do not share their worldviews or views of Nature, 
and therefore, prioritize and frame issues differently

 Gives a theoretical framework for comparative vulnerability/adaptation 
studies
 Better integration of understanding of socio-cultural complexities that underpin 

adaptation planning

 Next steps for analysis: future empirical design
 CT can help us identify local priorities and support development of new 

relationships, including planning and implementing early warning systems.
 Clumsy solutions: conflict to collaboration through reframing



THANK YOU!
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Pygmy 
organizations 
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Participatory Projects
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Who are the Pygmies?

• Common denomination for 
different groups: Baka, 
Bakola, Bagyeli, Bedzang, 
Bakoya, Aka,...

• High dependance on forests 
economically and culturally 

• Commonly perceived as  the 
“custodians of Africa’s 
rainforests”

• Vulnerability to climate 
change… policies



Pygmies: Africa’s Indigenous Forest 
Peoples?

• Recognized as “indigenous 
peoples” by the United 
Nations

• International attention in 
Climate Change (REDD) 
discussions

• Lack of effective solutions 
to enable their 
participation and 
representation



Limited opportunities for Pygmy 
democratic representation

• Legal status:
 Cameroon: Indigenous Peoples mentioned in Constitution 

without any definition of who is Indigenous

 In DRC: No legal recognition of Pygmies (or any other group) as 
IPs

 In DRC: Pygmies mentioned as IPs with specific rights in new 
forestry regulation (not in other sectors)

• In practice:
 DRC and Cameroon: Pygmies absent of elected or administrative 

positions in local or national government

 In Cameroon: Attempt to create Pygmy chefferies
(administrative entities) with NGO support

 In DRC: Urban middle-class identifying themselves as Pygmies & 
leaders of Pygmy NGOs



In contrast, many 
opportunities for Pygmy 
participation

• “Participation” loosely 
defined, wide variations in practice:

– CBNRM and participatory development projects

– One-time consultations

– Reserved seats for Pygmy representatives in processes 
like Convention on Biodiversity, FLEG-T

• Investments to develop and strengthen indigenous 
organizations by Rainforest Foundation, Forest 
People’s Programme, UNDP, etc. 



How do these organizations enable 
participation of Pygmies? 

• Lack of existing leadership or representation 
structure within Pygmy societies

• NGOs and “indigenous organizations” used as 
intermediaries

• Local NGO leaders increasingly labeled 
“Pygmy representatives”

 How are these Pygmy organizations 
structured to perform the role they are tasked 
with & claim to play?



Our findings: mapping “Pygmy 
organizations” in Cameroon/DRC

• Difficulty to obtain data:

– Under-studied field

– Short life-span

– Opacity 

• “Russian puppets” 
pattern : 

Urban NGOs/networks:

CED DGPA

Racopy PIDP…

OKANI

RAPY

Bilateral 
org.

Internat.
NGOs

Religious 
org.

Multilat. 
Instit.

ADEBAKA

AAFEBEN
CIFAD

CIFED

AIPDCT

CEFAID

ORADER

$

$



Growth of NGOs in East Cameroon

1990

1996 AAPEC

WWF

FPP

They appear in the 1990s… … and expand rapidly

AAFEBEN CIFADASBAKADEBAKA2000

2003
CADAP

CIFED

AIPDCT

2006

CEFAID ORADER CEAMDAIR

OPADE

MDAAP

OKANI

CED

CERAD

CEW

2009

19  NGOs



Pygmy organizations without 
Pygmies

• Overview of “Pygmy organizations” & 
networks:

– DRC: 

– East-Cameroon (Baka):

“Pygmy organizations” rarely have Pygmies in their 
leadership or staff 

These individuals should not be confused with Pygmy 
communities anyway

Provided 

institutional 

information

Led by self-

identified Pygmy

113 organizations reviewed

30

11

32
13



Conflicts and distrust between local 
NGOs and Pygmy communities

• Organization leaders/staff who don’t live within the 
community perceived as “not Pygmy”

• Suspicion that organization leaders/staff “eat” the 
benefits destined to the community

• Acephalous social structure prevents emergence of a 
single leader or representative

NGOs’ internal organization mode incompatible with 
Pygmy’s criteria for legitimate representation?



Limited NGO capacity to consult 
Pygmy communities

• NGOs invited to sit in workshops on 
behalf of Pygmy communities 

• NGOs depend on tight project budget 
and timing 

• Local NGOs lack skills/method to 
conduct consultations 

• Weak incentives for NGOs to actually 
consult communities and stick to what 
communities want:

 “Communities are too ignorant to 
know what is best for them”

 Competition is strong at the national 
level, but not at all at the local level: 
each NGO tends to have its own pool 
of Pygmy communities

 Who will check anyway ?



So what?

• In spite of abundant literature analyzing Pygmy 
communities, their social reality is rarely taken into 
account by NGOs engaging them

• Major gap between what international 
community/donors call “Pygmy NGOs” and the 
reality of these organizations

Are these NGOs the right 
partners to enable 
participation of Pygmy 
communities?



Conclusions

1. Need to investigate the field of indigenous 
organizations in Africa and create more 
transparency

2. Responsibility of donors/International NGOs:

– Confusion on what is a “legitimate” 
representative of Pygmy

– Align participation objectives with 
methods/budgets

– Need to find participation methods more 
adapted to Pygmy societies



1. Need to address consequences of artificial 
leadership structures on Pygmy communities: 

– Discord between Baka about leadership

– Considered as illegitimate by neighbors who undermine 
the leadership process carried out by NGOs

– Reluctance by state 
authorities to recognize 
leadership created by NGOs

Difficult emergence of 
leadership in Pygmy 
communities

Conclusions (2)
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