Trajectories of Adaptation: A Retrospectus for Future Dynamics

NELSON, Donald', FINAN, Timothy J.> and DE ASSIS DE SOUZA FILHO, Francisco’

1. University of Georgia, Georgia, USA
2. University of Arizona, Arizona, USA
3. Universidade Federal do Ceara, Ceara, Brazil

NELSON, Donald is an assistant professor in the Department of Anthropology at the University
of Georgia and a visiting fellow at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research at the
University of East Anglia. He is a graduate of the University of Arizona, Department of
Anthropology, with a minor in Remote Sensing and Spatial Analysis. Over the past decade he has
applied tools from these two complementary disciplines to pursue knowledge related to the
human-natural environment interface. In particular, he has focused rural populations and
vulnerability to climate variability, poverty and food insecurity. He has worked in Northeast
Brazil, the Brazilian Amazon, Mozambique, The Comoros, and the Caribbean. One part of his
current research agenda is an interdisciplinary exploration of climate adaptation and the changes
in vulnerability in Northeast Brazil over the last 40 years. The team of social and natural
scientists are tracing changes in sensitivity to climate variation through time and space and
identifying the roles of public policy, local institutions and local practices in the emergence of
robust adaptation strategies. Two of his publications most relevant to this symposium include:
Nelson DR, Adger WA and Brown K. (2007) “Adaptation to environmental change:
Contributions of a resilience framework”. Annual Review of Environment and Resources 32(11):
395-419; and Nelson DR, and Finan TJ.(2009) “Praying for drought: Persistent vulnerability and
the politics of patronage in Ceara, Brazil”. American Anthropologist. 111(3): 302-316.
dnelson@uga.edu

Abstract

Humans modify their relationships with the environment through climate adaptations. Calls for
sustainable adaptation recognize that changes in relationships need to be assessed beyond the present
time and location, to include the way that adaptations influence future response options and affect
other populations. We argue that an analysis of the dynamics of past changes critically informs this
approach. Adaptation research often focuses on particular actions, technologies, or institutions that
may positively influence these relationships in order to build resilience, reduce vulnerability, or both.
But relationships are complex and often behave in unexpected ways. There is not a simple cause and
effect, but rather actions are modified and transmitted through a web of linkages and feedbacks that
are both physical and social. This complexity challenges our ability to predict the outcome of
particular actions. Forecasting and scenario building are an important component of adaptive
capacities, yet there remain gaps in the understanding of system interactions, that would permit a more
accurate assessment of future development trajectories. The work presented here is an analysis of
change in the climate vulnerability of dryland farmers in Northeast Brazil during a span of four
decades. The analytical framework, which links biophysical characteristics with a socio-economic
context and indicators, permits an analysis that captures the dynamic relationship of adaptive
capacities and consequent changes in vulnerability. The analysis of trajectories grounds future
assumptions about human behavior and the relationship with the environment. The research combines
a broad analysis of secondary data with detailed ethnographic data in order to quantify and to explain
trajectories of adaptation.
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